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P r e f a c e  
W a r r e n  M o n  t a g

*
E tienne Balibar begins his study o f  Spinoza’s philosophy w ith  the 
argum ent tha t it cannot b e  understood as i f  it existed only o n  the 
transhistorical, if  n o t ahistorical, plane o f  pu re  theory  and that, on 
the contrary, each o f  his m ajor texts m ust be understood  as an 
in terven tion  in a specific political and philosophical con juncture. 
For this reason, according to  Balibar, it is impossible to separate 
Spinoza’s m etaphysics from  his politics, as i f  the latter w ere  an 
application o f  the form er. Instead, Spinoza’s philosophy m ust be 
seen as political in its entirety: even its m ost speculative utterances 
constitute responses to certain political im peratives and are tied  to 
specific historical stakes. T hus, Balibar*s tide, Spinoza and Politics (as 
opposed to  “ Spinoza and Political Philosophy”), refuses at the 
outset the separation o f  philosophy in to  th e  speculative and the 
practical, a separation that is itself a perfect expression o f  the 
dualisms o f  m ind  and body  and o f  the universal and th e  particular 
that Spinoza so vehem endy  rejected: all philosophy is political, 
inescapably em bodied , no  m atter how  it may strain to  deny this 
fact, in  the practical form s o f  its historical existence. Such an 
approach to  philosophy dem ands m uch (perhaps too  m uch , it will 
be said) o f  the reader: n o t only m ust w e reconstruct the internal 
o rder o f  argum ents that confer upon  a given text its coherence and 
thus its self-sufficiency, b u t w e m ust sim ultaneously understand the 
w ay a tex t belongs to  and depends on  a history outside itself w hose 
play o f  forces, indifferent to  the charm s o f  reason, m ay precisely 
underm ine the very coherence w e th o u g h t w e had  discovered, 
surging up, as Balibar has pu t it elsew here, to  discom pose or 
“ incom plete” a given te x t.1 Such notions will n o t surprise those

1 E tie n n e  B alibar, “ T h e  Infin ite  C o n tra d ic tio n ” , Yale French Studies, n o . 88, 1995.

Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



VUI P R E F A C E

familiar w ith  Balibar’s intellectual itinerary, w hich is undeniably 
m arked by  a concern  for the act o f  reading philosophical texts.

O f  course, it is n o t only Spinoza’s w o rk  that w e m ust read as 
sim ultaneously conjunctural and “ eternal” (“ from  th e  po in t o f  v iew  
o f  e tern ity” , as Spinoza pu t it), b u t Balibar’s as well. F or given the 
close attention to  the le tter o f  Spinoza’s Latin texts (and the reader 
will no te  h o w  frequently Balibar’s translator, P eter Snow don, has 
been  com pelled to retranslate the citations from  Spinoza, n o t 
because the existing translations are inadequate b u t because Bali­
bar’s argum ent is so closely tuned  to  the subtleties o f  Spinoza’s 
Latin) and to the baroque com plexities o f  p o w er and  politics in 
la te-seventeenth-century  H olland, it is easy to  forget Balibar’s tex t 
possesses its ow n  conjunctural reality. It cannot be understood  
sim ply as a com m entary  on  Spinoza b u t is also an in tervention  in 
the historical field to w hich it belongs.

A t this po in t, readers are likely to  recall B alibar’s early career as 
a student and later a colleague o f  Louis Althusser, during  w hich  
Balibar p roduced  a significant body o f  w ork  on M arx and M arxism. 
W hen  the collective w ork  Reading Capital appeared in 1965, its 
audience puzzled over the repeated references to  Spinoza, a 
philosopher w hose concerns seem ed suspiciously distant from , if  
n o t antithetical to , those o f  M arxism . It was w idely suspected that 
behind the texts o f  this period  lay a fully developed in terpretation 
o f  Spinoza, even a full-blow n Spinozism  that was offered to 
unw itting  readers in  th e  guise o f  M arxism . Perry A nderson spoke 
for m any w h en  he argued in Considerations on Western Marxism  that 
“ the systematic induction  o f  Spinoza in to  historical materialism  by 
Althusser and his pupils was intellectually the m ost am bitious 
attem pt to  construct a prior philosophical descent for M arx and to 
develop abruptly  new  theoretical directions for contem porary 
M arxism  from  it.” 2

A nderson did adm it, i f  only in a footnote, that Althusser and 
com pany w ere  n o t the first to  assign Spinoza a privileged role in 
the “ prehistory o f  dialectical m aterialism ” , to use August T halhei- 
m er’s phrase. Follow ing Lucio C olletti,3 how ever, he relegated

2 P e rry  A n d e rso n . Considerations on Western M arxism  (L o n d o n : N e w  Left B ook s, 1976), 
p. 65.

* L u c io  C o lle tti, From Rousseau to Is n in : Studies in Ideology and Society (N e w  Y o r k :  
M o n th ly  R e v ie w  Press, 1972).
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P R E F A C E IX

interest in Spinoza to the theoreticians o f  the Second International 
(notably the Russian M arxist P lekhanov, w h o  claim ed to  have 
discussed Spinoza w ith  Engels, shortly before the latter’s death), 
w h o  presum ably derived from  Spinoza the “ implacable determ in­
ism ” that inspired their revision o f  M arx’s th ough t.4 In fact, as 
Spinoza scholar (and form er pupil o f  Althusser) A ndre Tosel has 
argued recently, the history o f  M arxist “ detours” th rough  Spinoza 
(to use Althusser’s m etaphor) is far richer and m ore com plex than 
A nderson’s note suggests;5 a definitive account o f  this history 
remains to  be w ritten . In each succeeding period  o f  crisis w ith in  
M arxism , usually occasioned by a stabilisation and expansion o f 
capitalism after an econom ic an d /o r  political crisis that was hailed 
as “ final” , in the 1890s, the 1920s, the 1970s and 1980s, p rom inen t 
Marxists, m any o f  w h o m  (from T halheim er to N egri) do  n o t fit 
the profile o f  the W estern  M arxist painted by A nderson, tu rned  to 
Spinoza’s philosophy.

W hy, o f  all the seventeenth-century  philosophers, som e o f  
w hom , such as H obbes and Gassendi, appear far m ore  “ materialist” 
than Spinoza (whose Ethics, after all, begins w ith  a discussion o f  
G od), have Marxists been  draw n to Spinoza? B eginning w ith  
Feuerbach, w hose theory  o f  alienation is far m ore Spinozist than 
has heretofore been  acknow ledged, there was a recognition that 
Spinoza’s treatm ent o f  “G od , o r  N atu re” was far m ore tho rough­
going in its elim ination o f  every form  o f  transcendence and ideality 
than the w o rk  o f  m any self-described materialists. In  declaring G od 
to  be the im m anent cause o f  the w orld , Spinoza rejected n o t only 
every dualism o f  spirit and m atter, bu t also the dualisms o f  un ity  
and diversity, o f  the tem poral and the eternal. In  short, Engels 
seem ed to  be speaking as a Spinozist rather than as a M arxist w hen  
he defined materialism as the effort to  “conceive nature ju st as it is, 
w ith o u t any foreign adm ixture” ,'h that is, nature as an infinity o f  
singular existences. A nd w hile, until recently, M arxist readings o f  
Spinoza tended  to focus on  the Ethics at the expense o f  the Tractatus 
Theologico-Politicus (TTP ) and the Tractatus Politicus (TP), the m ateria­
lism o f  Spinoza’s approach to nature extends to  his exam ination o f

4 A nd e rso n , p. 65.
s A n d re  T o s e l, D u  matfrialismt Je Spinoza  (Paris: Editions K im e , 1994).
6 F rie d n c h  Engels, Ludw ig Feuerbach and the E n d  of Classical German Philosophy (M o s c o w : 

Progress Publishers, 1969), p . 67 .
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X P R E F A C E

social life: indeed, it could  n o t be otherw ise given Spinoza’s 
insistence that the hum an  w orld  is n o t a “ k ingdom  w ith in  a 
k ingdom ”, part o f  nature b u t som ehow  n o t subject to  its deter­
minations. F rom  this refusal o f  transcendence com es Spinoza’s 
argum ent that political right can only have m eaning w hen  it is co­
extensive w ith  pow er in  the physical, actual sense. Society then  
ceases to  b e  characterised by a given set o f  rights or laws and 
becom es instead a relation o f  conflicting forces. Further, w hen 
right ceases to be formal, the central political relation can no longer 
be that betw een  the individual as possessor o f  right and the state; 
w h en  right is co-extensive w ith  pow er, the individual w ho alone 
exercises little p ow er is supplanted by w hat Spinoza in his last w ork  
calls, follow ing Tacitus, Sallust and M achiavelli, the m ultitude or, 
as the te rm  is rendered here, the masses. Thus, at a tim e w hen the 
conceptual foundations o f  liberalism w ere in the process o f  being 
established, Spinoza had already denounced  the “ constitutional 
illusions” (to b o rrow  L enin’s phrase) o f  formal dem ocracy in w hich 
powerless individuals “ possessed” rights that “ thousands o f  obsta­
cles” prevented them  from  ever exercising.7

B ut i f  Balibar and his colleagues w ere once suspected o f 
advancing Spinozism  in the guise o f  M arxism, today it will rather 
be the opposite that is suspected o f  Spinoza and Politics: Balibar, 
w ith his emphasis on  the centrality o f  “ the fear o f  the masses” in 
Spinoza’s philosophy (which signals a recognition that the masses 
and their m ovem ents constitute the prim ary object o f  political 
analysis), w ill undoubted ly  be view ed by critics and adm irers alike 
as “ advancing M arxism  by o ther m eans” in the 1980s, a tim e 
m arked by its ow n  fear o f  the masses and a consequent re tu rn  to 
classical liberalism in b o th  politics and econom ics. Indeed, in  1985 
Balibar published an essay in  the independen t Left journal Les 
Temps Modemes entitled “ Spinoza, the A nti-O rw ell: T he Fear o f  
the Masses” in w hich  he cites the untim ely (intempestif) nature o f 
Spinoza’s politics in  a tim e that sees “ in mass m ovem ents only the 
figure o f  a radical historical evil” .8 In  the anglophone w orld 
especially, w here the few to  have taken an interest in Spinoza’s

7 V .  I. L e n in , The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade Kautsky  (P e king: Foreign  
Languages Press, 1970), p . 26.

* Etie nn e  Balibar, “ Spinoza l ’anti O r w e ll" ,  Les Temps Modemes, n o . 41 , Septem ber 1985, 
p . 37.
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P R E F A C E Xİ

political w riting tend to  see him  as a classical liberal in w hose w ork  
one m ay discover the tenets o f  m ethodological individualism  and 
rational choice theory, Balibar’s argum ents m ay well be taken as an 
attem pt to  pu t Leninist w ords in the m o u th  o f  one  o f  A dain 
Sm ith 's most illustrious forebears.

B oth  interpretations — Spinoza in the guise o f  M arx o r the 
inverse — if  inevitable, m ay n o w  be said nonetheless to  be w rong. 
It is true that Balibar, together w ith  Althusser and others such as 
P ierre M acherey, during  their period o f  collective activity view ed 
Spinoza as a privileged reference po in t in their pro ject o f  reading 
M arx. It is no t difficult to  see the allure o f  Spinoza, w h o , as 
conceived by tliis group, was perhaps the m ost thoroughgoing  
materialist in the history o f  philosophy (even i f  his materialism, as 
Balibar remarks, was profoundly  heterodox). In addition, Spinoza 
was one o f  the few philosophers to  acknow ledge the political stakes 
no t only o f  the con ten t o f  his w ork , that is, the argum ents o f  
w hich  it is com posed, b u t perhaps even m ore im portantly  o f  the 
form  in w hich these argum ents are realised, a form  w hich  will 
determ ine w h eth er the philosopher's w ords will fall on  deaf ears o r 
w h eth er they w ill allow readers to both  recognise and seize the 
opportun ity  for im provem ent. As Spinoza rem arked o f  Scripture, 
a tex t is to  be ju d g ed  sacred o r profane, good o r evil, n o t by virtue 
o f  w hat it says, o r even its tru th , bu t by  its p ow er to  m ove people 
to  m utual love and support. A philosophical w o rk  is thus always an 
in tervention  in a concrete situation and is to  b e  ju d g ed  by  the 
effects it produces in  this situation. This m uch  can be gleaned from  
the w orks published by these philosophers in the sixties, from  their 
scattered but provocative references to  Spinoza. W hile  they cer­
tainly read Spinoza w ith  Althusser’s encouragem ent, i f  no t his 
guidance, they nevertheless did n o t p roduce any sustained w o rk  on 
Spinoza, certainly no th ing  resem bling their “ readings” o f  other 
philosophers. Indeed, despite rum ours to  the contrary, it appears that 
Althusser him self w ro te  and even lectured very little on  Spinoza 
(although it is w orth  rem arking how  m any o f  the m ost im portant 
Spinoza scholars in France today w ere  m em bers o f  A lthusser’s 
circle). A lthusser’s assertion in Elements o f Self-Criticism that he, 
Balibar and M acherey “w ere Spinozists” , w h ich  A nderson to o k  as 
confirm ation o f  his w orst suspicions concern ing  Althusser’s reliance 
on  pre-M arxist though t, was no th ing  m ore than a retrospective
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xii P R E F A C E

construction, the very cond ition  o f  w h ich  was a renaissance in 
French Spinoza studies that to o k  place at the end o f  the sixties.

For, o f  course, they  w ere  no t the only philosophers o f  n o te  in 
France to  have “ discovered” Spinoza in the sixties. A nother 
M arxist, although o f  an orientation  different from  and even 
opposed to  A lthusser’s, laboured on w hat w ou ld  becom e one o f  
the m onum ents o f  contem porary  Spinoza scholarship. A lexandre 
M ath ero n ’s Itidividu et communautt chez Spinoza (1969) argued that 
Spinoza’s pro ject was one o f  “ disalienation” , w hose ultim ate goal 
was a “ com m unism  o f  m inds” , defined as the w ho le  o f  hum anity  
becom ing  “ a totality conscious o f  itse lf’.9 A t the same tim e, 
M ath ero n ’s close reading o f  Spinoza’s political texts (long neglected 
in favour o f  his so-called “m etaphysical” w ritings, especially the 
Ethics) and his insistence on  the im portance o f  the m ultitude and 
o f  mass m ovem ents for Spinoza certainly influenced the young  
philosophers around  Althusser. In fact, at A lthusser’s invitation, 
M atheron  was a frequent guest lecturer at the Ecole N orm ale 
Superieure (w here Althusser was for m any years head o f  the 
philosophy program m e), together w ith  ano ther ph ilosopher w hose 
highly original reading o f  Spinoza attracted A lthusser’s interest: 
Gilles D eleuze. D eleuze’s Spinoza et le probleme de Vexpression 
(1968), by  focusing on  the relatively marginal no tion  o f  expression 
in Spinoza, taught an entire generation o f  scholars to  read Spinoza 
against the grain. In the interstices o f  the geom etrical o rder o f  the 
Ethics, that is, in the prefaces, appendices and scholia to  the 
propositions, could  be found a second ethics, n o t so m uch ofisetting 
the first as distilling its m ost im portan t them es. Probably th e  m ost 
im portan t w o rk  o f  the period, how ever, was the first volum e o f 
M artial G u ero u lfs  Spinoza (Dieu: Ethique I) (1968), a nearly e igh t- 
hundred-page com m entary  on  part I o f  the Ethics. G uerou lt’s 
approach shared w ith  o ther “ readings” (o f M arx and Freud, for 
example) o f  the tim e a scrupulous atten tion  to  the letter o f  
Spinoza’s text, attem pting  to  account for the totality o f  w hat 
Spinoza said (in part I) and to  d o  so exhaustively, in a w ay that 
w ould  in an im portan t sense render all future com m entary  superflu­
ous. T his p rocedure, far from  producing  a dry  (and prolix) copy o f  
Spinoza’s text, y ielded som e very surprising results. G ueroult

g A le xa n dre  M a th e ro n , Individu et lom m unauU chez Spinoza  (Paris: M in u it ,  1969), p . 612.
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show ed that the m ost com m on  interpretations o f  Spinoza’s concep­
tion  o f  substance and its constituent attributes and m odes did no t 
correspond to  Spinoza’s philosophy as it was actually stated. In  the 
m ost fundam ental sense, it appeared that no  one before had really 
read Spinoza to  the letter.

E ven as these th ree w orks recast the study o f  Spinoza, how ever, 
they shared a concern to  dem onstrate the architectonic unity o f  his 
m ajor w orks. Paradoxically, the very care w ith  w hich  they adhered 
to  th e  letter o f  Spinoza’s texts opened  the way to  a n ew  set o f  
readings, equal in im portance to  the first, w h ich  began by  acknow l­
edging that certain undeniable contradictions, conflicts and ten ­
sions, overlooked o r explained away by the philosophers nam ed 
above, traversed his texts. T h e  first o f  these, Pierre M acherey’s 
Hegel ou Spinoza, appeared in  1979. M acherey took H egel’s reading 
o f  Spinoza, as presented in  The History o f Philosophy and The Science 
o f Logic, as one o f  the m ost rigorous and coheren t interpretations o f  
Spinoza ever presented and an in terpretation  based solidly on 
textual evidence. H egel’s c r it iq u e . o f  Spinoza centred  on  the 
absence from  the Ethics o f  tw o  key concepts. First, substance as 
subjectivity: Spinoza did n o t recognise th e  Bildung o f  substance 
striving to  becom e itself th rough  the interiorisation o f  itself as 
other. Second, substance could  only becom e subject th rough the 
operation  o f  the second absent concept: “ the labour o f  the 
negative” that alone w ou ld  perm it substance to  becom e itself 
th rough  the negation o f  its o w n  negation. M acherey argues that 
the absences H egel claim ed to  see w ere  in fact his o w n  blind spots 
(and perhaps even Spinoza’s as well): Spinoza had already form u­
lated a critique o f  the very positions that H egel righdy regarded as 
necessary to  his o w n  dialectic, even i f  it was left to  Spinoza’s 
readers to elaborate it fully.

D id  this m ean that Spinoza’s proleptic rejection o f  substance as 
subject and the labour o f  th e  negative invalidated any no tion  o f  
history as dialectic? M acherey’s spirited answ er to  this question was 
a resounding no:

It is Spinoza who refutes the Hegelian dialectic. But does this mean 
that in doing so he refutes every dialectic? Might it not just as well be 
said that what he refutes in the Hegelian dialectic is precisely what is 
not dialectical, what Marx himself called its idealism? For it is necessary
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to set aside the idea according to which every dialectic would be in 
itself idealist or reactive as absolutely without philosophical interest: for 
a material history o f thought, the expression “every dialectic” is 
completely devoid o f meaning.10

From  the confrontation  betw een  H egel and Spinoza em erges the 
possibility o f  a dialectic w ithou t the negation o f  the negation and 
thus w ith o u t the overcom ing o f  contradiction, w ith o u t finality o f  
any kind, a dialectic o f  the positive.

T w o  years later the conversation con tinued  w ith  the publication 
o f  A ntonio  N eg ri’s L'atiomalia selvaggia, w hich  was translated in to  
F rench the follow ing year, equ ipped  w ith  prefaces by D eleuze, 
M acherey and M atheron . This “ extraordinary M arxist analysis” , as 
M atheron  called it,11 m arked the first recent a ttem pt to  m ove 
b ey o n d  textual analysis to  a consideration o f  the historical and 
material circum stances o f  Spinoza’s philosophical w riting. N egri 
argued that th e  Spinozist anom aly was linked to  the anom alous 
role o f  H olland in the w orld  econom y, specifically to  its p rem atur­
ity as a society that had consciously abandoned itself to  the utopian  
lure o f  the capitalist m arket. T h e  early Spinoza, argued N egri, 
exhib ited  a tension betw een  a N eo-P laton ism  that was the philos­
ophical expression o f  m arket ideology and an incip ien t materialism. 
H is N eo-P laton ism  em phasised the priority  o f  un ity  over diversity, 
the one over the m any, the same over th e  different. Further, unity, 
the one and th e  same w ere all the ou tcom e o f  a m ediation that 
overcam e diversity and difference. Such an idealism persisted even 
in to  the first tw o  parts o f  the Ethics, constitu ting  w hat N egri called 
Spinoza’s first philosophical foundation. T h e  Tractatus Iheologico- 
Politicus, in tu rn , exhib ited  a tension betw een  a ju rid ical ideology 
o f  the social contract and a recognition  o f  the p ow er (and 
sim ultaneously the right) o f  the m ultitude. T hese philosophical 
tensions finally found  the ir resolution in  th e  materialism  o f  the 
m ature Spinoza (parts I II-V  o f  the Ethics, toge ther w ith  the 
unfinished Tractatus Politicus), a materialism  o f  surfaces and singular­
ities w ith o u t m ediation o r transcendence and a political theory  o f  
the constitutive p o w er o f  the m ultitude.

It is this con tex t that allows us to  appreciate the p ow er and

'° Pierre M a c h e re y , Hegel ou Spinoza  (Paris: M aspero, 1979), p. 259.
11 A n to n io  N e g r i,  L ’anomalie sauvage: Puissance et pouvoir chez Spinoza  (Paris: Presses 

U nivcrsitaires de France, 1982), p . 19.
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originality o f  Balibar’s Spinoza and Politics. T o  a far greater ex tent 
than any o ther previous w ork , Balibar’s is m arked by  a refusal to 
dissociate the internal w orld  o f  the texts from  history conceived as 
an exterior, as i f  they constitu ted in their ensem ble a “k ingdom  
w ith in  a k ingdom ” . Instead, he posits a continuity  betw een  w riting  
and history, treating the first as a prolongation o f  the second. T o  
separate na tu re /h isto ry  (for nature, far from  being  an eternally 
recurren t constant, is fully historical, ju st as history, that is, hum an 
history, is part o f  nature considered as a process w ith o u t a subject 
o r  goals) from  the w orld  o f  ideas, even if  only to  establish 
correspondences betw een  them , w ou ld  be to  reinstate precisely the 
dualism that Spinoza criticises at such length. Balibar is com pelled 
to  establish in far greater detail than earlier com m entators the 
conflicts and contradictions o f  the D utch  R epub lic  in the latter 
half o f  the seventeenth  century , for these are the very contradic­
tions that form  and inform  Spinoza’s philosophical project, even at 
its m ost “m etaphysical” .

Balibar describes a society apparendy divided in to  tw o  camps: 
on  the one side, the urban and m aritim e bourgeoisie, w ho 
accum ulated trem endous w ealth  during  the N etherlands’ “ G olden 
A ge” o f  com m ercial expansion and w h o  w ere united  around a 
political doctrine o f  republicanism  and a peculiarly to lerant form  o f  
Calvinism  that em braced religious pluralism  and scientific progress; 
on  the o ther, prim arily rural landow ners, g rouped  around the 
H ouse o f  O range, the N etherlands’ w o u ld -b e  royal family, sup­
ported  by  the m ajority o f  Calvinists w ho  hoped  to end republican 
governm ent and install a m onarchical-theocratic system. W hile  it 
is true that Spinoza supported the form er bloc against the “ O ran g - 
ists” (and was friend and tu to r to  m any m em bers o f  the most 
p rom inen t R epublican  families), neither his philosophical pro ject 
nor, indeed, D u tch  society itself can be reduced to  this apparently 
simple opposition betw een  dem ocracy and absolutism, and betw een  
superstition and enlightenm ent. I f  w e follow  Balibar’s reading o f  the 
first and only exposition o f  Spinoza’s theological and political views 
published during  his lifetime, the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, we 
m ay see it as b o th  a critique o f  and a w arning  to  his putative allies.

C ertainly m ost o f  the w o rk  (fifteen o f  its tw en ty  chapters) was 
devoted to  dim inishing the p o w er o f  superstition and thereby  the 
ability o f  the clerical enem ies o f  the R epub lic  to  explo it religion in
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their attem pts to  m obilise the people against the R egents. Spinoza 
systematically underm ines every possibility that G o d ’s w ill (w hich 
he defines as the regular w orkings o f  nature) can be deciphered  in 
unusual natural occurrences (miracles) o r by a “deeper” in terp reta­
tion  o f  Scripture. T hose w h o  claim to  be divinely inspired o r w h o  
claim  to  see o r know  the real m eaning  o f  nature (its destiny) o r 
Scripture have sim ply taken and attem pted  to  persuade others to  
take their ow n im agination for reality. B u t the attack on  any 
possibility o f  an appeal to  the supernatural, as Balibar argues, had 
one extraordinary characteristic: it was carried o u t in  the nam e o f  
religion, that realm  o f  the im agination that impels all people to  
look for h idden m eanings and ultim ate ends in the occurrences o f  
nature (w hich, for Spinoza, includes society) and w hich  is thus to  
som e extent inescapable. The m ost pow erful and effective arguments 
against religion m ust therefore b e  form ulated in religious terms, 
systematically translating the language o f  theology in to  a language 
o f  reason o r at least struggling to  m ake such translation possible. 
M uch , although by no  m eans all, o f  his argum ent expressed views 
shared by  a significant num ber o f  R epublican  supporters.

T h e  political chapters o f  the T T P  are a different m atter 
altogether. W h en  Spinoza announces that right is co-extensive 
w ith  p o w er and that big fish eat little fish by sovereign right, there 
can be little d o u b t tha t he is speaking n o t about individual subjects 
or citizens b u t about the “ rightful” rulers o f  the D u tch  R epublic . 
For they appear to  believe that their legality, their “ legitim acy” , 
offers som e guarantee o r p ro tec tion  against their enem ies, even as 
the ir enem ies have m obilised a substantial m ajority o f  the popula­
tion against them , rendering  the R egen ts’ exercise o f  som e o f  their 
rights impossible. H ence  Spinoza’s axiom  that right equals pow er 
n o t only serves as a w arning to H o lland’s R epublican  rulers that 
their righ t to  rule is dim inishing daily in  p ropo rtion  to  the increase 
in  the physical p o w er o f  the ir enem ies, b u t also rem inds th em  that 
the only  effective defence o f  their regim e is a coun ter m obilisation 
rather than increasingly im po ten t appeals to legality. Such a 
w arning, how ever, only revealed the undem ocratic  nature o f  
D u tch  dem ocracy. T h e  R epublicans in  fact constituted an oligarchy 
w hose w ealth  gave them , for a tim e at least, the p o w er to  rule bu t 
w h ich  increasingly served to  alienate popular support, especially as 
the defence o f  their extensive overseas com m ercial interests from
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English and French interlopers necessitated a series o f  wars opposed 
by  the rural elites and the urban masses. A nd there has been no  
state, Spinoza recalls at the beginning o f  chapter X V II o f  the I'1'P, 
that has n o t had m ore to  fear from  its o w n  people than from  any 
external enem y. C aught betw een a R epublican  party o f  progress 
w hose dem ocratic features w ere m ore formal than real and w hose 
policies w ere  dictated by  the needs o f  a fabulously w ealthy 
m inority , on  the one hand, and a party o f  m onarchical reaction 
and religious fundam entalism  w ith  the active support o f  the masses, 
on  the other, Spinoza in fact, as Balibar shows, expressed the 
perspective o f  a “freedom  party still to  be created” .

In 1672, tw o  years after the publication o f  the TT.P, the 
R epublic  fell under the blow s o f  a mass m ovem ent w hose strength 
and ferocity startled contem porary observers. T h e  Tractatus Politicus, 
arguably Spinoza’s response to and analysis o f  the fall o f  D u tch  
republicanism , rem ained unfinished. T h ere  was no urgency 
attached to  its appearance: it was no t a w ork  designed for the 
consum ption o f  the literate reading public at large, as was the TTP. 
T here  is little o r no  m ention  o f  religion in  the TP, it is strictly a 
treatise o n  politics. It is no  accident, as Balibar maintains, that the 
w ork  ends w ith  a fragm ent o f  a chapter on  dem ocracy — all the 
m ore so given Spinoza’s attem pt to m ove beyond the conception 
o f  dem ocracy as a formal system and to grasp it as an actuality 
subject to the ebbs and flow  o f  mass m ovem ents, w hose desires 
and actions cannot be predicted  in  advance, It is in the T P  that 
Spinoza takes his postulates concerning  p o w er in the T T P  to  their 
logical conclusions. I f  right equals pow er, then the individual 
cannot be the un it o f  analysis: individuals alone have little pow er. 
Instead, at the centre o f  Spinoza’s political analysis is the m ultitude, 
w hose support, acquiescence o r opposition determ ines the righ t o f  
the (individual o r collective) sovereign. In opposition to  readers 
like Lewis Feuer w h o  see in Spinoza a pure fear o f  the masses, 
Balibar argues that if  a mass m ovem ent overthrew  the R epublic , a 
fear o f  the masses and their p o w er equally prevented  the solidifica­
tion  o f  a m onarchic-theocratic system in  post-R epublican  H olland. 
T h e  m ultitude, w hich will no t perm it a violent o r irrational ruler 
to rule very long, therefore m ust be considered at least potentially 
as the collective bearer o f  reason against the destructive passions o f  
a single individual o r small group o f  individuals. B u t w hat is the

Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



xvrn P R E F A C E

function o f  reason in  hum an life and in hum an society? A nd since 
few follow  the guidance o f  reason generally and no  one follows it 
always, h o w  do w e increase its pow er? These are som e o f  the 
questions that Spinoza takes up  in the Ethics.

T o  begin  to exam ine Spinoza’s treatm ent o f  these problem s w e 
m ust first understand w hat sets him  apart from  nearly all o f  his 
contem poraries, w h o  from  Descartes to  H obbes and Locke 
regarded the isolated individual as the starting po in t o f  know ledge 
and society. For Spinoza there is n o  pre-social state o f  nature from  
w hich  previously isolated individuals could  em erge only th rough  
the juridical m ediation o f  a contract. T h e  atom ic individual is the 
purest o f  fictions given tha t individuality or, better, singularity, a 
te rm  that prevents us from  taking the individual, indeed all 
individuals, as copies o f  a single m odel (self-interested, altruistic, 
depraved), is an effect o f  social existence. Just as w e need a great 
m any things external to  us for the survival o f  the body (oxygen, 
w ater, nutrients) so o u r singular character (our ingenium) is form ed 
by the rational and affective currents that flow through  the 
collective. N eith er reason n o r the affects (or em otions) can be said 
in any rigorous sense to  originate in  the individual. Instead, Spinoza 
describes the process o f  the “ im itation o f  the affects” , the involun­
tary process o f  identification (w hich, although a m ental phenom ­
enon , is inseparable from  o u r necessary corporal interactions w ith  
others), w ith  its mechanisms o f  in trojection, p ro jection  and projec­
tive identification: hatred  and love, fear and hope, happiness and 
sadness circulate w ith o u t origin o r end.

W hat is the place o f  reason in all o f  this? As Balibar argues, 
reason, for Spinoza, in no  w ay transcends the affects, w hich  it 
w ould  then have to  m aster in o rder to be effective. Instead, 
Spinoza displaces the traditional opposition betw een  reason and the 
em otions o r  affects w ith  the opposition betw een  passive and active 
affects. T h e  latter increases the pow er o f  the body to  act and 
sim ultaneously the p o w er o f  the m ind  to  th ink  (the tw o  pow ers 
for Spinoza are inseparable: there is no  liberation o f  the m ind 
w ith o u t a liberation o f  the body), that is, in Spinoza’s w ords, our 
ability to  affect and to  be affected by o ther bodies. Passive affects 
o r em otions, in contrast, dim inish o u r p o w er to  th ink  and to  act. 
R eason  in a sense is thus im m anent in active affects, in a k ind  o f  
will to pow er that far from  p itting  us against individuals, as if
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p o w er w ere a possession to  be fought over, leads us to  unite  w ith 
them  to  increase o u r pow er: “ there is no th ing  m ore useful to  man 
than m an” (.Ethics, IV). Is it possible then that a certain corporeal- 
affective organisation o f  society w ould , if  n o t insure, at least 
p rom ote  rational com m unity  (that is, the tendential dom inance o f  
active over passive affects)? It is. Is there any guarantee that such an 
organisation o f  society will ever com e about o r that w ere it to 
com e about that it w ould  endure? N o n e  whatsoever.

T o  read Spinoza carefully, that is, to en ter th e  w orld o f  his 
philosophy, is to find oneself in a bew ildering  landscape bereft o f  
all familiar reference points. T hose w ho  choose to  follow  Balibar’s 
path, how ever, will discover in that landscape o u r o w n  present, 
b u t in a form  so defamiliariscd that w e can im agine the possibility 
o f  m oving  beyond it.
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I do not pretend to have found the best policy, but I 
know that I have discovered that which is true . . . for 
truth is its own proof, as it is that o f  falsehood also.

Spinoza

He was a man who did not like constraints o f con­
science, and a great enemy o f dissimulation.

Bayle

Spinoza and politics: at first sight, even this simple form ula is a 
glaring paradox! I f  politics belongs to  the o rder o f  history, here 
is a philosopher w hose w ho le  system is presented as the elabora­
tion  o f  the idea that to  k n o w  is to  know  G od, and  that “ G od  is 
nature” itself. I f  politics belongs to  the order o f  th e  passions, 
here is a philosopher w h o  sets o u t to  k n o w  (intelligere) the 
desires and the deeds o f  m en “ in the geom etric style . . .  as i f  it 
w ere a question o f  lines, planes and bodies” (Ethics, preface to 
part III). I f  politics is inherently  bound  up w ith  present events, 
here is a philosopher for w h o m  w isdom  and the sovereign good 
consist in conceiving all singular things “ from  the v iew poin t o f  
e tern ity ’,’ (sub aetemitatis specie) (Ethics, V). W hat can he have to 
tell us about politics, that is no t pure  speculation?

Y et Spinoza h im self saw n o  contradiction  in  w eld ing together 
intelligence and conviction, concept and praxis. O n  the con­
trary. H e began his Tractatus Politicus (TP) w ith  these very 
notions, proposing to  arrive at those conclusions “w hich  accord 
best w ith  practice” , and to “deduce [them] from  the real nature 
o f  m an . . . w ith  the same objectivity as w e generally show  in
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m athem atical inquiries” . In  this way, he hoped  to  com e to  
know  (intelligere) hum an actions by  their necessary causes, and 
n o t m erely “ to  deride, deplore, o r  denounce th em ” (TP, I, 4). 
T h e  first o f  the m ajor w orks o f  his m aturity  was the Tractatus 
Theologico-Politicus, a polem ical w ork , a philosophical and politi­
cal manifesto, w hich  is m arked th roughou t by bo th  irony and 
anxiety, rising at m om ents to  ou trigh t condem nation. Indeed, 
several close readers o f  these texts have been  b rough t to the 
conclusion that Spinoza was unable to  stick to  his intentions, o r 
that the prim acy o f  the concept w hich  he asserted was in fact 
only a mask for certain, all too  hum an, passions.

In this short text, I wish to undertake an experim ent. I p ro ­
pose to  initiate the reader in to  Spinoza’s philosophy through his 
politics. I in tend  thus to establish the un ity  o f  these tw o 
dom ains in Spinoza’s thought, by  a close reading o f  key passages 
from  the three texts m entioned  above.
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T r a n s l a t i o n s  o f  S p i n o z a ’ s W o r k s

T here are tw o  com plete editions o f  the original texts (Latin or 
D utch) o f  Spinoza’s works: Van V loten and Land, Benedicti de 
Spinoza Opera Quotquot Reperta Sunt (The H ague, 1895, 4 volumes; 
republished in 2 volumes), w hich  does no t contain  the Synopsis o f 
Hebrew Grammar; and Carl G ebhardt, Spinoza Opera (Heidelberg, 
1924, 4 volumes), w hich  corrects certain errors to be found in Van 
V loten and Land, and is n o w  the standard edition. Since its 
publication, several new  letters have been  discovered.

T h e  English translation o f  Spinoza’s w orks by Elwes (Dover) is 
far from  entirely reliable and will be superseded by the new  
Princeton edition, edited  and translated by E dw in C urley, o f  w hich 
only  the first volum e (o f tw o), containing the Ethics, has so far 
appeared. In the present text 1 have therefore cited Spinoza’s w orks 
after the follow ing, adm ittedly som ew hat disparate, translations:

Tractatus Theologico-Politicos, Samuel Shirley, trans., w ith  an in tro ­
duction  by Brad S. G regory  (Leiden: EJ Brill, 1989);

The Letters, Samuel Shirley, trans., in troduction  and notes by  Steven 
Barbone, Lee R ice  and Jacob A dler (Indianapolis, Ind. and C am ­
bridge: H ackett Publishing C om pany, 1995);

Tractatus Politicus, in The Political Works, A. G . W em ham , ed. and 
trans. (Oxford: C larendon  Press, 1958);

Metaphysical Thoughts (Cogitata M etaphysica), in Operay C . G eb­
hardt, ed. (H eidelberg, 1924). This is the Latin text; the English 
translation is available in The Collected Works o f Spinoza, Edw in 
C urley, ed. and trans. (Princeton, N .J.: P rinceton U niversity Press, 
1985), vol. I;
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The Ethics and The Treatise on the Emendation o f the Intellect, in  The 
Collected Works o f  Spinoza, E dw in  C urley, ed. and trans. (Princeton, 
N .J.: P rinceton  U niversity Press, 1985). T his translation o f  the 
Ethics is also available in  A  Spinoza Reader. 'The Ethics and Other 
Works (Princeton, N .J.: P rinceton  U niversity Press 1994) and is 
due  to be published in the U K  as a Penguin  paperback;

The Ethics and Selected Letters, Sam uel Shirley, trans., ed ited  w ith  an 
in troduction  by  Seym our Feldm an (Indianapolis, Ind. and C am ­
bridge: H ackett Publishing C om pany, 1982).

I have th ro u g h o u t em ended  the existing English translations in 
th e  interests o f  term inological coherence, and to  bring  th em  into  
line w ith  the French translations used o r m ade by  E tienne Balibar, 
w here this seem ed necessary in o rd er to  preserve the sense o f  bo th  
Spinoza’s Latin and Balibar’s argum ent. T hese alterations range 
from  th e  restoration o f  historical nuances (soul, n o t m ind, for mens; 
heart, th roughou t, for animus; C ity , n o t state, for civitas) to  an 
insistence o n  preserving the visibility o f  cognate term s. A t som e 
points, w here variations in translation w ere  necessary to preserve 
som e sem blance o f  the English language, I have indicated in 
brackets the Latin w o rd  that m ight otherw ise have been  concealed 
(thus, for instance, the key term  utile). See also the notes be lo w  on 
Spinoza’s use o f  the term  imperium and affectus.

R eferences to  the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus are given by  the 
abbreviation T T P  and  the page num ber in  the Shirley translation; 
to  the Tractatus Politicus by  TP, follow ed by  the chapter and 
paragraph. R eferences to  The Letters cite the Shirley translation 
(1995). For th e  Ethics, I follow  C u rley ’s system:

R o m an  num eral =  part 
P  =  proposition 
D  =  definition 
C  =  corollary 
S =  Scholium
D efA ff =  definitions o f  the affects at the end o f  Part III.

— T r a n s .
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1

B rought o u t anonym ously under the im prin t o f  a non-ex isten t 
publisher (but im m ediately attributed to the “ atheist Je w  o f  
V oorbu rg”), the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (TTP ) caused a scandal 
that w ould  no t im m ediately fade away. It was, according to  Bayle, 
“a pernicious and a hateful b o o k ” . For over a century , a long  
catalogue o f  denunciations and refutations follow ed in its wake. 
B u t at the same tim e its argum ents con tinued  to  leave their m ark 
on  fields as varied as biblical exegesis and “ libertine” literature, 
political ju risp rudence and th e  critique o f  traditional authorities.

Spinoza was far from  unprepared  for these violent reactions. In 
the preface, the extraordinary tension o f  w hose prose can still be 
felt after all these years, he is fully aware o f  the double risk he runs. 
For his is a dangerously contradictory  situation: he may be 
understood too  w ell by those opponents w hose instrum ents o f  
intellectual dom ination  he has set o u t to  destroy, and yet n o t well 
enough by the great mass o f  his readers, even those w h o m  he sees 
as his potential allies. W h y  take this risk then? In the preface he 
sets ou t to  provide us w ith  a detailed explanation: “ I shall first set 
forth  the causes that have induced  m e to  w rite” (T T P , 52).

First am ong these causes is the degeneration o f  religion in to  a 
form  o f  superstition, founded on  the unreasonable fear o f  natural 
and hum an forces and on  the self-serving dogm atism  o f  the 
C hurches. Superstition leads inevitably to  civil war, w hether overt 
o r concealed (unless all dissent is stifled ou trigh t by  despotism), and 
the m anipulation o f  the passions o f  the m any by those in positions 
o f  pow er. W h a t can be d one to rem edy this? W e can distinguish 
between two types o f knoudedge (a distinction w hich , as w e shall see, 
is n o t an opposition): “ know ledge by revelation” , w h ich  can be
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2 S P I N O Z A  A N D  P O L I T I C S

deduced  from  a rigorous reading o f  th e  H oly  Scriptures and w hose 
object is “ no th ing  o ther than obedience” , and “ natural know led g e” 
-  let us call it, provisionally, science o r reason — w hich  is concerned  
only w ith  N ature , in so far as it is accessible to  universal hum an 
understanding. “ [TJhese tw o  [kinds o f  know ledge] have n o th in g  in 
com m on, . . . they  each have a separate province that does no t 
in trude o n  the o ther, and . . . neither should be regarded as 
ancillary to  the o th e r” (TT P, 55). T h e  first result o f  this distinction 
will be the liberation o f  individual opinions in m atters o f  faith, 
provided that these opinions tend  always tow ards the love o f  o n e ’s 
neighbour; and this w ill be follow ed by  a liberation o f  individual 
opinions w ith  regard to  the State, p rovided that they  rem ain 
com patible w ith  its security. In  particular, there will be a total 
liberation o f  philosophical research in to  G od, nature and the paths 
by  w hich  each m an may attain w isdom  and salvation. W hence 
flows the definition o f  a fundamental rule for life in society: public 
law  w ill be “such that only deeds may be arraigned, mere words never 
being punishable” ( T T P , 50).1 A State w here  this fundam ental rule is 
observed w ould  be w hat Spinoza will later refer to  as a dem ocracy. 
T h e  “free R ep u b lic” o f  A m sterdam  is one approxim ation o f  such 
a State, th o u g h  w h eth er it is the best possible approxim ation, even 
given the conditions prevailing at that tim e, rem ains an open 
question. T h e  R ep u b lic ’s existence, though , is u n d er threat from  
“ absolutist” m onarchists and theologians, in ju st the same w ay and 
for ju st the same reasons as true R e lig io n  and philosophy are 
threatened. D em ocracy, true faith (w hat the Scriptures call “ charity 
and ju stice”) and philosophy are thus un ited  in practice by  a single 
com m on interest. Ihat interest is freedom.

T h e  “ F reedom  Party”

W h y  then , i f  this is the case, does m isunderstanding constantly 
threaten, as if  by  anticipation, to underm ine the argum ents 
advanced in the TTP? W e can identify several reasons for this 
predicam ent, w h ich  lie never far from  the surface o f  the text.

In  the first place, there is no  no tion  m ore am bivalent than that 
o f  “freedom ” . W ith  very few  exceptions, no  philosophy, no

'  T h is  rule is derived d irectly fro m  Ta citu s , Annals  I, 12. -  T r a n s .
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political ideology (even those w hich are, in reality, forms o f  
dom ination), has ever been  presented  as anything o ther than an 
exercise in liberation. T h a t is w hy philosophical and political 
doctrine can rarely rest con ten t w ith  sim ple antitheses betw een  
freedom  and constraint, o r freedom  and necessity. Instead, their 
argum ents tend  to  take the form  o f  an attem pt to  establish (or 
restore) the ' ‘tru e” definition o f  freedom  in the face o f  opposition. 
Spinoza, as w e shall see, provides us w ith  an exem plary case o f  such 
a strategy.

B ut if  this is so, it is n o t simply because the no tion  o f  freedom  
has always been  beset by am biguities and antinom ies, independent 
o f  any historical context. T h e  tex t o f  the T T P  is shaped th roughou t 
by  the circum stances in  w h ich  it was w ritten . It cannot be read as 
a w ork  that exists only on  one plane, that o f  “pure  th eo ry ” . T h e  
treatise is also Spinoza’s in terven tion  in  a theological controversy 
that divided the society o f  his tim e. In it, he puts forw ard proposals 
that are in tended  to  nip in the bud  any collusion betw een  the 
m onarchist party and the “ fundam entalist” propaganda o f  the 
Calvinist pastors. These aims w ere also those o f  the social groups 
w ith  w h o m  Spinoza was, o f  his ow n  will, m ost closely associated 
during  his lifetime; forem ost am ong  them , the govern ing  elite o f  
the D utch  R epublic . For in  fact this elite had by then  begun to 
describe itself as a “freedom party”. It had g row n ou t o f  a national 
liberation struggle. It cham pioned civil liberties against a m onarchist 
conception  o f  the State similar to  that w h ich  currently  held  sway 
over “absolutist” E urope. It defended freedom  o f  individual 
conscience, the au tonom y o f  scientific research and scholarship, 
and (up to  a certain point) the free circulation o f  ideas. Y et was 
that enough to  justify arrogating to  itself exclusive rights to  the 
te rm  freedom? Spinoza, as w e shall see, never took  this self- 
proclam ation at face value, even though  he was a com m itted  
supporter o f  the “ free R e p u b lic” . In w hat the govern ing  class 
presented as a self-evident solution, Spinoza saw a problem . H o w  
could freedom  b e  identified w ith  the politics o f  a particular group 
and its “ universal” interest? S tarting from  this question, he cam e to  
define freedom  in  terms w hich  w ere diam etrically opposed to 
those used by his closest friends. T hat is, he elaborated an im plicit 
critique o f  the illusion that sustained them  in their conviction  that 
they w ere fighting for a ju s t cause. It is hardly surprising, then , that
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the TTP, w h ich  was w ritten  w ith o u t any “ revolutionary in ten­
tio n ” , seem ed no t only subversive to  Spinoza’s opponents, bu t 
m ore embarrassing than useful to  his friends.

B u t the causes o f  this clim ate o f  m isunderstanding can be traced 
back even closer to  the heart o f  Spinoza’s project. For if  the T T P  
was w ritten w ith  a political aim, it is in the medium o f philosophy that 
it seeks to  construct its argum ents. T w o  central questions run right 
th rough  the book: one concerns the nature o f  certainty (and thus 
the relationship betw een  “ tru th ” and “ au thority”), the o th e r the 
relationship betw een  freedom  and the right o r  “ p o w er” o f  the 
individual. D o  philosophy and politics constitute two discrete 
domains? Is philosophy a “ theo ry” from  w hich  a political “ prac­
tice” m ight be deduced? A nd w here did Spinoza obtain the 
philosophical idea o f  freedom  w ith  w hich  he was able to  unm ask 
all illusions, even those o f  his friends and political allies? By the end 
o f  this w ork , I hope to m ake intelligible w hat there m ay n o t be 
space to dem onstrate: that the relationship b etw een  philosophy and 
politics is such that each implies the other. By posing specifically 
philosophical problem s, Spinoza is no t choosing to  approach his 
political concerns by  an indirect route, he is n o t transposing them  
from  their p roper place and recasting them  in a “ m etapolitical” 
m edium . H e deals in philosophical term s because only philosophy 
can give him  the means to  k n o w  exacdy or, as h e  w o u ld  say, 
“ adequately” (cf. Ethicsy IID 4, IIP11, 34 and 38—40; and 'The 
Letters, LX) the p o w er relations and the particular interests that are 
at stake in politics. For only thus can he know  th em  by their causes.

A t the same tim e, structuring his philosophical investigation 
around political questions will n o t distract h im  from  his inquiry 
in to  the essence o f  philosophy. O n  the contrary, it is one w ay o f  
determ in ing  the true interest and the true problem s o f  philosophy. 
(W hether it is the only way, it is too early yet to  say.) From  this 
p o in t o f  v iew , the dilem m a w hich  w ould  have us distinguish 
betw een  “ speculative” philosophy, o n  the one hand, and philos­
ophy  “applied” to  politics, on  the o ther, is no t simply meaningless, 
it is the principal obstacle to  achieving w isdom . Y et the k ind  o f  unity 
this implies is far from  straightforw ard and easy to  understand. 
Spinoza him self only began to  grasp its nature w hen  he had reached 
the end o f  an intellectual experim ent in w hich  philosophy as a 
discipline was forced to  question and rectify the p rio r certainties

Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



T H E  S P I N O Z A  P A R T Y 5

(“ illusions” ?) on  w hich  it rested. The T T P  is this experiment. In 
concrete terms, this means that, as the text progresses, the concep­
tion  o f  philosophy around w hich  it is organised is no t fixed bu t is 
constantly changing. Spinoza’s th o u g h t is undergoing  a transfor­
m ation from  w ith in . T his transform ation is necessary, yet its 
consequences cannot w holly be foreseen. It is all the m ore difficult 
to  define this process as it brings in to  question a relationship that 
involves no t ju st tw o  term s bu t three (philosophy, politics and 
theology), o r even four (philosophy, politics, theology and 
religion). I f  w e w ant to understand m ore clearly w hat is at issue 
here, w e will have to  begin  by  reconstructing the m anner in w hich  
these different dom ains presented them selves to  Spinoza.

R elig ion  or Theology?

T h a t the w riting  o f  the T T P  represented a tu rn ing  po in t for 
Spinoza is clear from  his correspondence, in particular the corre­
spondence w ith O ldenburg . Again and again w e find evidence o f 
the insistent dem ands that w ere m ade o n  Spinoza once he had 
begun  to  m ake public, in conversation o r in  w riting, selected 
elem ents o f  his “system” :

Now I shall turn to matters that concern you and me, and here at the 
outset let me be permitted to ask whether you have completed that 
little work o f such great importance, in which you treat o f the origin 
o f things and their dependence on a first cause, and also o f the 
emendation o f our intellect. O f  a surety, my dear friend, I believe that 
nothing can be published more agreeable and more welcome to men 
who are truly learned and wise than a treatise o f  that kind. (TTte Letters 
XI, 1663, p. 99)

B ut Spinoza, though he continued  to w o rk  on th e  Ethics and  to 
correspond w ith his friends on  scientific and metaphysical subjects, 
m anaged in practice to  evade the dem ands that w ere being m ade 
upon  him . T ow ards the end o f  1665, in a le tter to  O ldenburg , 
having described the evolu tion  in  his philosophical th inking, he 
adds:

I am now writing a treatise on my views regarding Scripture. The 
reasons that move me to do so are these: 1. The prejudices of 
theologians. For 1 know that these are the main obstacles which
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prevent men from giving their minds to philosophy. So I apply myself 
to exposing such prejudices and removing them from the minds o f 
sensible people. 2. The opinion of me held by the common people, 
who constantly accuse me o f atheism. I am driven to avert this 
accusation, too, as far as I can. 3. The freedom to philosophise and to 
say what we think. This 1 want to vindicate completely, for here it is 
in every way suppressed by the excessive authority and egotism of the 
preachers . . . {The Letters, XXX, p. 186)

N o te  the reference to  contem porary  politics: the accusation o f  
atheism , d irected at a friend o f  the governors o f  the R epublic , 
figured in the serm ons o f  Calvinist pastors, w h o  w ere  m anoeuvring  
to  im pose the ir version o f  religious orthodoxy . B u t the principal 
idea, w hich  corresponds to  the central argum ent constantly reiter­
ated th ro u g h o u t th e  T T P , is the radical separation o f the domains of 
philosophy and theology. Let us pause for a m om en t to  exam ine this 
po in t. W h a t exactly does it m ean, in  this context, to  speak o f  
“separation*’?

T h e  form ula in itself is n o t entirely original. Descartes, for 
exam ple, in his Metaphysical Meditations (1641, translated in to  D u tch  
by  a friend o f  Spinoza), had proclaim ed the separation o f  the tw o  
“ certainties** o f  R eason  and o f  Faith. M etaphysical dem onstration 
was the exclusive province o f  the form er. T h e  question o f  
revelation and o f  the traditional foundation o f  the Churches* 
authority  was left entirely  to  one side.2 All the signs w ere  that the 
treatise o n  “first philosophy” , w hich  was to  found  the certainties 
o f  the n ew  m athem atical and experim ental science o f  nature and 
w hich  O ldenburg  and others expected Spinoza to w rite, w ould  
proceed from  such a perspective. T h e  confrontation w ith  theology 
w o u ld  then arise as a secondary, external question, due to  the 
censorship w hich  that discipline sought to  im pose upon  “ natural 
philosophy” in  the nam e o f  an ou t-dated  dogm a. T heology was 
im portan t because th rough  its intellectual influence and its official

2 “ N o te  that 1 d o  n o t consider at all . . . the question o f  sin, that is to say o f  the e rro r that 
is c o m m itte d  in  the pursuit o f  go o d  and evil: b u t o n ly  that e rro r w h ic h  m a y o c c u r in  
ju d g in g  and discerning w ha t is true and w h a t false. A n d  I have n o  inte ntio n  o f  speaking o f  
those things that b e lo n g  to faith, o r  to  the co n d u ct o f  life, b u t o n ly  o f  those w h ic h  conce rn  
those speculative truths w h ic h  can be k n o w n  w ith  the aid o f  natural lig h t alone.”  Descartes. 
Meditations, Synopsis, in  The Philosophical Writings o f Descartes, trans. J o h n  C o ttin g h a m , 
R o b e rt  Stoothoft and D u g a ld  M u rd o c h  (C a m b rid g e : C a m b rid g e  U n iv e rs ity  Press, 1984), 
v o l. I I ,  p . 15; translation m o d ifie d .
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authority  it could  h inder the true metaphysics from  gaining due 
recognition. For m en to  th ink  and study in  accordance w ith  the 
tru th , all they needed was to  be free o f  this interference, and to 
“ em end their in tellect” in all the dom ains to w hich  it could be 
correcdy applied, by  stating clearly the principles that w ere p roper 
to  it.

B ut w hat if  the obstacle that was theology should “ resist” and 
refuse to  leave the field to  its rival, even w hen  the tru th  had been  
laid bare for all to  see? M ight it no t be necessary to  attack it 
directly, in  and for itself? T hat is, m ight it no t be necessary to 
elaborate- a double critique o f  theological discourse in its tw o  
interrelated aspects, as both the ideology o f  a socially pow erful caste 
and a general form  o f  relationship to  the objects o f  know ledge, a 
general form  o f  “ certain ty”? Thus Spinoza found him self con­
fronted by a new , and m uch  m ore disturbing, question than that 
w ith  w hich  he had started. For his prob lem  n o w  was, W here 
exactly does the boundary betw een  philosophy and theology lie? i f  
know ledge develops at the same tim e along tw o  entirely indepen­
dent paths, one follow ed by  its applications and the o ther by  its 
theoretical principles, and if  it is by reason alone that it can 
determ ine and describe the “ first cause” and the universal laws o f  
nature — o r “ eternal verities” — then  does it no t inevitably follow  
that know ledge is grounded  no t only  on  a metaphysics b u t also on 
a theology, b e  it explicit o r implicit? T he philosophcr-scientist 
w h o  halts his advance once th e  traditional theological obstacle to 
know ledge has been rem oved may well find him self taken prisoner 
by  another, m ore subtle, theology. Indeed, was that n o t w hat had 
happened to  Descartes and was later to  befall N ew ton?

T h e  central paradox o f  the T T P  will then  com e as less o f  a 
surprise to  the reader w ho  has follow ed the argum ent thus far: 
the principal object to  w hich philosophy m ust be applied, once 
it has been freed from  all theological preconditions, is th e  validity 
o f  the biblical tradition and the question o f  the true con ten t o f  
Faith. T aken to its extrem e, philosophical rationalism thus seems 
to  contradict its initial premises, for its purpose is n o w  to  rem ove 
the confusion that is h idden w ithin  the term  theology. T h a t is, its 
aim  has becom e to  free faith itself from theology and denounce 
theology as a philosophical “speculation” that is foreign to  “ true 
R e lig io n ” .
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[AJthough religion as preached by the Apostles — who simply related 
the story o f Christ — docs not come within the scope o f  reason, yet its 
substance, which consists essentially in moral teachings as does the whole 
o f Christ’s doctrine (in effect, the teachings o f Jesus in the Sermon on 
the Mount, related in Matthew, chapter 5), can be readily grasped by 
everyone by the natural light o f reason. (TTP, 201-2 and n. 27)

Scriptural doctrine contains not abstruse speculations or philosophic 
reasoning, but very simple matters able to be understood by the most 
sluggish mind. I am therefore astonished at the ingenuity displayed by 
those . . . who find in Scripture mysteries so profound as not to be 
open to explanation in any human language, and who have then 
imported into religion so many matters o f  a philosophic nature that the 
Church seems like an academy, and religion like a science, or rather, a 
subject for debate. . . . Scripture’s aim was not to impart scientific 
knowledge . . . Scripture demands nothing from men but obedience, 
and condemns not ignorance, but only obstinacy. Furthermore, since 
obedience to God consists solely in loving one’s neighbour . . .  it 
follows that Scripture commands no other kind o f knowledge than 
that which is necessary for all men before they can obey God according 
to this commandment. . . . (Other philosophic questions which do 
not directly tend to this end. whether they be concerned with 
knowledge o f God or with knowledge o f Nature, have nothing to do 
with Scripture, and should therefore be dissociated from revealed 
religion. . . . [T]his matter is o f cardinal importance to the concept of 
religion . . . (TTP, 214-15)

Spinoza thus found him self in an extrem ely aw kw ard  position. His 
critique o f  philosophy was n o w  that it was no t only  an ti-philosoph­
ical bu t anti-religious! H aving set ou t to  defend freedom  o f  though t 
against theology, he had  ended up w riting  an  apologia for true 
Religion (still conceived o f  as a revealed R elig ion) w hich  was also 
an attack u p o n  philosophers! It n o w  seem ed that the single enem y 
facing bo th  those w h o  seek after tru th  and those w ho  practise 
obedience was a certain dom inan t “m etaphysical-theological” dis­
course. Spinoza was thus runn ing  the risk o f  taking o n  tw o  
adversaries at once, th e  theologians and the m ajority o f  philos­
ophers: th e  form er, because they m ade the ir living by  speculating 
rationally o n  religious objects, thus transform ing them  into  theo­
retical objects; and th e  latter, because they  tended  to  distort 
philosophy in to  an anti-religious discourse.

H ow ever, Spinoza h im self has to  face several difficult questions.
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W h ere  exactly does the boundary  lie betw een  faith and those 
speculations th rough  w hich  it degenerates in to  “superstition” ? 
Spinoza allows that certain philosophical theses o r “ tru ths” are 
necessary presuppositions if  w e are to  understand h o w  obedience, 
love and salvation are united , and that these “ truths” are prob lem ­
atic. T h e  use o f  a double term inology — revealed R e lig ion /true 
R elig ion  — is itself a sym ptom  o f  this difficulty. O n  the o ther hand, 
how  are w e to  explain the em ergence o f  theological discourse? Is 
there a tendency already present w ith in  religion itself to  pervert its 
ow n  aims? Is there a need  for theoretical speculation w hich  is 
inheren t in the mass o f  hum ankind  (the “ vulgar”) and from  w hich 
theologians then  derive their authority? Is theology the straight­
forw ard m anipulation o f  the masses by the clever and the devious? 
O r  should w e no t see superstition as a form  o f  reciprocal dependence 
b e tw een  the faith o f  the “ vulgar” and “ learned” religion, in w hich 
the actors on  both  sides o f  the relationship are equally trapped?

Predestination and Free Will: T h e  C onflict o f  R eligious 
Ideologies

Spinoza’s investigation in to  theology, that is, in to  the forms taken 
by  the theological confusion betw een  religion and speculative 
thought, is carried ou t on tw o  levels: doctrinal and historical. His 
inquiry  traces the situation back to its “origins” in o rder to  grasp 
w hat is happening  in  the present. In do ing  so, he goes far beyond 
an external description o f  th e  discourse in question, to  analyse its 
underly ing  logic. T h e  results thus provide Spinoza w ith the 
m aterial for w hat will becom e, in the Ethics, a general theory o f  
the imagination (cf. especially the appendix to  part I ) .

There is a Mosaic theology: founded on  a cosm ology o f  creation 
and miracle, an ethic o f  obedience and an eschatology o f  the 
“ chosen peop le” , it serves to  justify the com m andm ents o f  the 
H eb rew  law  and to  explain them  to the mass o f  people o f  that tim e 
and o f  that nation (T T P , 81—4, 107, 130, etc.). T his does n o t 
m ean that Moses constructed an artificial ideology in o rder to 
dom inate his fellow citizens: on  the contrary, he him self believed 
in the revealed tru th  o f  his theology, o f  w hich  he had been  granted 
incontrovertib le “ signs” , and it was this faith that enabled him  to 
found a State and a religion. Likewise, there is a theology, o r m ore
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precisely, there are several theologies belonging to the prophets, w hich  
contradict each o ther on  certain crucial points (T T P , 85—6, 145): 
in  particular, they are already divided o n  the question o f  salvation 
(does it depend solely on  divine election, o r also — and if  so, in 
w hat way — on  o u r deeds, good  o r bad, in  accord w ith  the law , o r 
not?). T hese differences in teaching exhibit one essential feature o f  
theology: that it introduces conflict in to  religion. Differences o f  this 
k ind  are to be found in an even m ore exaggerated form  in 
prim itive Christianity (betw een the doctrines o f  the different 
Aposdes, and in particular betw een  Paul, Jam es and John) (TT P, 
108, 203). T h ey  w ill ultim ately be institutionalised as the divisions 
separating the contem porary  C hurches.

T h e  question o f grace had long been  a subject o f  theological 
controversy. I f  m an is a sinner — guilty o f  an original crim e that 
lives on in the attraction he feels to  evil, in the fact tha t he “ desires 
w hat is fo rb idden’' — then he cannot be saved except th rough 
divine m ercy. It is this m ercy w hich  is m ade m anifest in  history 
th rough  the m ediation  o f  C hrist, redeem er o f  hum anity  and 
incarnation o f  grace. B ut w hat is it to  “ live in C h rist”? W hat is the 
“ w ay” o f  salvation? H o w  does the “ efficacy” o f  grace operate? In 
these age-old  questions, it is the w hole issue o f  h o w  w e represent 
the personal relationship betw een  m ortal m an and im m ortal G od 
that is at stake. Such questions acquired a new  urgency after the 
R efo rm ation  in  the debates that ensued about faith, ascesis and the 
exam ination o f  conscience, and the roles o f  inner discipline and 
pastoral d irection in  the life o f  the good  Christian. Calvin, w h o  
w ou ld  never m ake any concessions to  the pow ers o f  fallen 
hum anity, presented his theology o f  salvation th rough grace alone 
as a return  to the o rthodoxy  o f  Paul and Augustine. H e  denounced  
th e  idea o f  salvation th ro u g h  “ w orks” as hum an pretence — w hether 
these w orks w ere perform ed by  observing the com m andm ents, so 
as in som e way to  guarantee divine m ercy, or th rough  the “ free” 
cooperation o f  m an’s w ill in his liberation from  sin. In his eyes, 
b o th  these idea w ere  attem pts by G o d ’s creatures to  “ glorify 
them selves” before their creator, and tha t desire was the essence o f  
sin itself. H e  effectively polarised the debate to  com e, by setting 
the doctrine o f  predestination in  opposition to th e  doctrines o f  free 
will. A ccording to  the doctrine o f  predestination, salvation has 
always already been  decided by  G od, so that m en  are d ivided in
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advance in to  the “elect” and the “ dam ned” . Far from  their actions 
having any influence on G o d ’s grace, it is grace w hich , m ysteri­
ously, gives and takes away the p o w er to  love H im  exclusively. In 
the seventeenth  century this controversy did n o t split the Christian 
com m unity  along denom inational lines, setting R om an  C atholi­
cism against the Protestant C hurches, b u t divided each o f  these 
tw o  camps internally. In France, the Jesuits w ere opposed by the 
Jansenists, w h o  sought to  fight the Calvinists w ith  their ow n  
w eapons and w ere intransigent on  the question o f  salvation by 
grace alone. In H olland, the tw o  opposing factions w ere the 
o rthodox  pastors, w ho  defended predestination, and the “A rm ini- 
ans” , nam ed after the theologian H arm ensen (or A rm inius), w ho  
supported the theory  o f  free will.

In the T T P, Spinoza was, in his ow n  way, tak ing  part in this 
debate. B ut the propositions he p u t forw ard w ere such that they 
could  n o t possibly satisfy either camp. A ccording to  Spinoza, the 
doctrine o f  Scripture, once separated from  certain circumstantial 
variations, was constant and unequivocal:

faith does not bring salvation through itself, but only by reason of 
obedience; or, as James says (ch. 2 v.17), faith in itself without works is 
dead. . . . [I]t follows that he who is truly obedient necessarily possesses 
a true and saving faith. . . . From these considerations it again follows 
that only by works can we judge anyone to be a believer or an 
unbeliever. (TTP, 222)

T h e  fundam ental dogm a o f  true religion is, in fact, that love o f  
G od  and love o f  o n e ’s neighbour are really one and th e  same. This 
m ight appear to  lead to  a theology o f  free will, o r  at least to  a 
critique o f  predestination. B ut the salutary value o f  charitable 
action tow ards o n e ’s neighbour is no t, on  this theory, the result o f  
a choice betw een  good and evil, bu t o f  simple obedience. M ore­
over, Spinoza leaves no  place for the idea o f  repentance, n o r for 
that o f  “redem ption” from  original sin. In  fact, original sin is 
entirely elim inated from  his schem e; it is no th ing  m ore than an 
im aginary representation that accom panies a m an’s actions w h en  
they are detrim ental to  the m an him self (an “ unhappy conscience” : 
the theory o f  religious sadness will be elaborated in  the Ethics). It is 
as i f  Spinoza, having repudiated the last trace o f  fatalism that had 
persisted even am ong the theorists o f  free w ill, was n o w  pushing
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their thesis to  its extrem e p o in t — a p o in t to  w h ich  they, as 
Christians, w ere  no t p repared  to  go. For now , th e  entire question 
o f  the religious value o f  a m an’s w orks is reduced  to  the intrinsic 
quality o f  the present action.

T h e  reader w h o  is uncom fortable w ith  this distortion o f  existing 
doc tnne  will be even m ore uncom fortable w ith  the o ther strain in 
Spinoza’s thought. For w h en  he com es to discuss the “election” o f  
Israel (w hich for Christians is the pro to type o f  the individual’s 
election th rough  the grace o f  G od), w e find h im  w riting  that 
“since no  one  acts except by the p redeterm ined  o rder o f  N atu re  — 
that is, from  G o d ’s eternal d irection and decree — it follows that no  
one chooses a way o f  life for him self o r  accom plishes anything 
except by  the special vocation  o f  G od, w h o  has chosen one m an 
before others for a particular w o rk  o r a particular way o f  life” 
(TT P, 90). Is it no t in this instance the thesis o f  predestination that 
Spinoza seems to  support? Indeed, he delights in quo ting  Paul’s 
form ula (R om . IX: 21) according to  w hich  m an is in the p o w er o f  
G od “like clay in the hands o f  the po tter, w h o  from  the same lum p 
makes one  vessel to  h o n o u r and ano ther vessel to  d ishonour” 
(T T P , 307 n. 34; cf. Metaphysical Thoughts, vol. I, pp. 243ff.; TP, 
II, 22). F rom  this standpoint, free will is a m ere fiction. B ut again 
there is a crucial difference: Spinoza does n o t identify the “ eternal 
will o f  G o d ” ivith grace, in opposition to  hum an nature; in a striking 
and decisive m ove, he identifies it with nature itself, in its totality 
and its necessity. T his thesis is fully developed in  chapter VI o f  the 
T T P  (on miracles): if  w e  can say that G od has predeterm ined  
everything, then tha t is because G od  is here understood as 
“ N a tu re ’s eternal laws” (7 T P , 128). “ So i f  there w ere to occur in 
N ature anything that did n o t follow  from  her laws, this w ould  
necessarily b e  opposed to  the o rder w hich  G od  m aintains eternally 
in  N atu re  th rough  her universal laws. So this w ou ld  be contrary to 
N ature  and N a tu re ’s laws, and consequendy such a belief w ould  
cast doub t on everything, and would lead to atheism>y (7 7  P, 130). 
A ny o ther idea o f  divine p ow er w ou ld  be absurd: it w ou ld  be 
tan tam ount to  im agining that G od  should contradict him self and 
infringe his ow n  “ laws” for the benefit o f  nian. T hus Calvinist 
theology too , for all its rigorous “ theocentrism ” , is the result o f  a 
com prom ise w ith  hum anism .

B oth  the “ liberal” theologian and the theologian w h o  believes
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in  predestination see redem ption  as a miracle: the one as a m iracle 
o f  the hum an will over natural necessity (or the flesh), the o ther as 
a m iracle o f  divine grace that m ust “overcom e” the perverted 
liberty o f  hum an  beings. These com peting  theologies share a 
com m on fiction: that o f  a moral or spiritual world opposed to  the 
natural w orld . O n ce  this fiction has been  elim inated, the question 
o f  the relationship betw een  hum an freedom  and the o rder o f  the 
w orld  w ill no  longer appear as an unsettling enigm a bu t as a 
practical problem , rationally intelligible if  no t easily soluble. Spi­
noza sets o u t to  dem onstrate this by tu rn ing  the theses o f  the 
theologians back on  themselves, so that they underm ine the ir ow n 
original intentions. O n ce  this has been achieved, he him self will be 
able to  propose a “ defin ition” o f  salvation that includes tem poral 
happiness (security, prosperity), m oral virtue and know ledge o f  the 
eternal truths (T T P , 89—91, 104—5).

W hy  does he engage in a “ dialectic” that is so corrosive and 
dangerous? W h y  does he n o t ju st directly state that salvation is the 
fruit o f  obedience to  a rule for life that is bo th  charitable and just, 
and w hich  is equally as b inding for the “wise m an” w h o  is able to 
conceive o f  natural necessity as it is for the “ ignorant m an” for 
w h o m  “it is better, indeed essential, to  consider all things as 
possible” (T T P , 102; translation m odified)? (Intellectual inequality 
betw een  m en does n o t m ake any practical difference.) I f  Spinoza 
does no t adopt a m ore  direct m ethod , it is because the idea o f  a 
“ rule for life” still contains w ith in  itself the no tion  o f  a law. In 
translating the “ eternal decree o f  G o d ” as “ the universal laws o f  
N a tu re” , w e have m erely shifted the no tion  from one g round  to 
another. U ntil w e are actually able to  shed som e light on  the 
m eaning o f  this m etaphor (w hich is the aim  o f  chapter IV o f  the 
T TP ), w e will never break ou t o f  the vicious circle o f  theology. 
W e cannot p roceed  w ith  the question o f  the difference betw een  
true R elig ion  and superstition/speculation until w e have rem oved 
this obstacle.

T h e  laws o f  N atu re  “ are n o t adapted to  religion (whose sole aim 
is the good  [utile] o f  man) b u t to  the o rder o f  N ature  as a w hole, 
that is, to  G o d ’s eternal decree, w hich  is beyond  o u r know ledge. 
T his tru th  seems to have been  glim psed by those w h o  m aintain 
that m an can sin against the revealed will o f  G od, bu t no t against 
the eternal decree by  w hich  he has pre-ordained  all things” (7 T P ,
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247; translation m odified). W hat the Calvinist theologians had 
“glim psed” was the d isproportion b etw een  the power o f man and 
that o f  nature as a whole o n  w hich  he depends. O n to  this d ispropor­
tion , w hich  caused them  as m uch  anxiety as it d id o ther m en, 
theologians o f  all kinds had projected a fundam ental illusion: they  
“ im agined G od  as a ruler, law -giver, king, m erciful, ju st and so 
forth; w hereas these are all m erely attributes o f  hum an  nature, and 
n o t at all applicable to  the divine nature” (T T P , 107). T hey  
im agined “ tw o  pow ers quite distinct from  each o ther, th e  pow er 
o f  G od and the p ow er o f  N a tu re” , as if  the p o w er o f  G od  was 
“ like the p o w er [imperium] o f  som e royal po ten tate , and that o f  
N atu re  was like som e blind force” (T T P , 124; translation m od i­
fied) . T h u s the history o f  N atu re  appeared to  th em  in  the guise o f  
a cosmic dram a, in w hich  th e  victory o f  G ood  over Evil was at 
stake and w hich  was w ork ing  itself out, using hum an  actions as its 
instrum ents. Som e o f  these theologians saw G od  as a ju d g e  w h o  
was capable o f  a certain flexibility, from  w h o m  m en  could  obtain 
forgiveness by  show ing him  proofs o f  their love, even if, in these 
conditions, their “freedom ” o f  action was always dependen t upon  
the will o f  the m aster w h o  had p u t them  to  th e  test. O thers, w h o  
w ere  less optim istic, im agined h im  as a ju d g e  w h o  was strict and 
unbending, w h o  had decided once and for all, at random , w hich 
m en  w ould  be faithful to  h im  and w hich  w ould  rebel, thus denying 
them  any real freedom , so as to  keep it all for himself.

B u t w hatever the case, w h eth er w e ten d  tow ards a “ contractual” 
or an “absolutist” image o f  G o d ’s p o w er and his law, the im age w e 
m ake is n o th in g  m ore  than an an thropom orph ic transposition, 
attributing to  G od patterns o f  behaviour draw n from  o u r experi­
ence o f  relationships betw een  m en. In so doing, these patterns are 
idealised, stripped o f  any hum an  lim itation o r  “ fm itude” . By 
conceiving G o d ’s will as an exam ple o f  “free w ill” , a p o w er to do 
o r to refrain from  doing, to give o r to  refuse, to  create o r to  
destroy, albeit on  a scale w hich  is “ infinitely beyond” that o f  any 
hum an  pow er, theologians and philosophers had created a fantasti­
cal p icture o f  the “psychology o f  G o d ” . This picture w ould  serve 
Spinoza as the p ro to type o f  the imagination, that inadequate 
know ledge o f  natural relationships w hich  is the necessary conse­
quence o f  m an’s relative im potence. T his fiction derives from  our 
com m on experience that it is impossible to  live w ith o u t desiring
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salvation (happiness, security, know ledge) and equally impossible 
to  have im m ediate know ledge o f  real causality. R eal causality is 
that w hich  is im m anen t to  the process th rough  w hich  all things are 
continuously  being transform ed. It excludes bo th  “chance '’ and 
“ design” . By p ro jecting  hum an im potence on to  nature as a w hole, 
th rough  the inverted  figure o f  an an th ropom orph ic  G od , the 
theologians com pounded  o u r original confusion w ith  an additional 
obscurity. T hey  created a “ refuge for ignorance” from  w hich  
ignorance can only be extricated w ith  difficulty. A nd in doing  so, 
they  no t only rendered  th e  idea o f  G od  totally incom prehensible, 
they  w en t on  to  hold  this obscurity as a dogm a w hich  itself 
expressed the essence o f  G od.

T here  is no th ing  gratuitous about this paradox. In the first place, 
it brings w ith  it benefits w hich  are by  n o  m eans secondary from  
the p o in t o f  view  o f  the theologians, for it casts them  in the role o f  
indispensable interm ediary betw een  G od  and m an. T hey  alone are 
able to  in te rp re t the divine will. Inevitably, w hat began as an 
indirect benefit becom es in  tim e an end  in  itself, as the theologians 
seek to  establish their pow er, even if  it is only the p o w er (which 
may seem slight, b u t is, in  practice, exorbitant) to  (each everyone 
w hat they m ust th ink  and d o  at every m om en t if  they  are to  obey 
G od. T hat they are them selves the first victim s o f  the illusions on 
w hich  their am bitions are g rounded  only serves to  add a fanatical 
dim ension to  the ir tyranny. A fter all, the m ost despotic m aster is 
the one w h o  believes he has received a sacred mission to save those 
w h o m  he dom inates, and w h o  sees him self as the hum ble servant 
o f  another M aster, w hose w ill cannot conceivably be resisted. In 
the second place, the elem ent o f  an thropom orphism  found  in 
theological representations is n o t ju s t an indeterm inate fiction. It is 
an essentially monarchical figure, and an idealised one at that. 
Christianity, once it had constitu ted itself as a C hurch , only 
affirm ed that “ G o d  was m ade M an ” in the person o f  C hrist in 
o rder to  bolster the m onarchical image o f  the Judge (in the 
“ kingdom  o f  G o d ”, C hrist is seated on  the right o f  his father’s 
th rone). A nd the Christian kings d id  n o t hesitate to  use this 
ideological representation to  guarantee the sacred origin o f  their 
tem poral pow er. Every sacred figure o f  p o w er is an expression o f  
m e n ’s inability to  see themselves as fully responsible for their o w n  
collective salvation (TTP, 2 53—4).
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B ut m ight n o t this ‘‘theological need” , in  its given historical 
forms, be less the result o f  a general weakness in hum an nature 
than o f  a specific k ind  o f  social order? M ight it n o t stem  from  the 
inability o f  hum an individuals to  organise their relationships w ith  
each o ther in a fully conscious way? T hus th e  argum ent w ith 
w hich  w e began, concern ing  the relationship b etw een  religion, 
theology and philosophy, has now  led us onto  a territory  w hich  is, 
in fact, the territory  o f  politics itself.

C hurches, Sects and Parties: T h e  Crisis o f  the D u tch  R epublic

T h e  T T P  was w ritten  over a period  o f  several years. T his was a 
tim e o f  crisis th roughou t classical E urope — o f  endem ic revolts, 
revolutions, wars and epidem ics — and in particular for the U n ited  
Provinces. T he coun try  was crucial to  the “balance o f  p o w er” in 
E urope w hich  was then  beginn ing  to  take shape, and its rulers even 
hoped  that one  day they m ight com e to exercise an undisputed 
hegem ony over this system. T his was the period  w hich  historians 
w ou ld  later refer to  as H olland 's G olden Age.

Since the revolt o f  the G ueuzen  in 1565, H olland had been 
alm ost continuously at w ar. T h e  dynam ics o f  m ercantile expansion, 
based on the establishm ent o f  m onopolies bo th  o f  m arkets and o f  
colonies, led autom atically to  a perm anent state o f  w ar. Despite the 
strength o f  their navy, the Provinces had been  invaded and overrun 
several times. Each tim e this occurred , it p u t the issue o f  establish­
ing a real nation-state back on  the political agenda. T h rough  the 
w ar o f  independence, each o f  the Provinces had obtained a 
considerable degree o f  autonom y. B o th  in  foreign and dom estic 
affairs, the contest was betw een  tw o  opposing policies, w hich  w ere 
supported by tw o  rival groups w ith in  the ruling elite.

T h e  house o f  O range-N assau, descended from  the form er counts 
o f  the country , traditionally held  b o th  com m and o f  the arm y and 
the executive function  o f  “stadhoider” . Alongside them  w ere a 
group o f  bourgeois “ R eg en ts” , w h o  w ere responsible for the 
adm inistration o f  the cities and for m anaging public finances. At 
the provincial level, these tasks w ere entrusted to officers kno w n  
as “pensionaries” , w hile the finances o f  “T h e ir G reat Pow ers, the 
Estates-General o f  the U n ited  Provinces” w ere  entrusted to  a 
“ C ouncillor Pensionary” . T h e  runn ing  conflict betw een  these tw o
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groups had been  m arked by  three m ajor crises in  the course o f  the 
seventeenth  century. In 1619, the C ouncillo r Pensionary O ld en - 
bam evelt was accused o f  treason and o f  conspiring w ith  the 
Arm inian pastors, and was condem ned  to death at the instigation 
o f  the stadholder, M aurice o f  Nassau. T h e  house o f  O range was 
am bitious to  obtain a hegem ony over the State. B ut at the same 
tim e, the influence o f  the bourgeois com panies (the East and W est 
India C om panies and the Bank o f  Am sterdam ) was grow ing  rapidly. 
B etw een 1650 and 1654, ju st after the Provinces had w on  their 
definitive independence, there was a new  crisis, w hich overturned  
the balance o f  pow er: for th e  first tim e, the H ouse o f  O range tried 
to  push the State tow ards a m onarchy, bu t the attem pt failed. T he 
principal leader o f  the R eg en ts’ party, Johan  de W itt, was m ade 
C ouncillo r Pensionary o f  H olland and decreed, first, tha t the 
H ouse o f  O range be excluded in  perpetu ity  from  hold ing  military 
office and, second, that the post o f  stadholder be abolished. From  
the 1660s onw ards, the O range party, u n d er the leadership o f  the 
young  W illiam  III, the future k ing  o f  England, sought in turn  to 
underm ine the p o w er o f  th e  R egents. This period o f  agitation 
culm inated in a popular uprising in 1672, w hich  coincided w ith 
the French invasion. Johan  de W itt and his b ro ther w ere hacked 
to  pieces by the m ob, and the post o f  stadholder restored w ith 
new , m ore extensive pow ers. In the end, the “stadholderless 
R ep u b lic” had lasted only tw enty  years.

B oth  the R egents and the Orangists had em erged from  the elite 
that had conducted  the w ar o f  national independence. T o  the 
extent that different groups rallied beh in d  them , they can be 
described as representing th e  interests o f  different classes. B ut it is 
here that a m ajor paradox emerges. T he princes o f  O range w ere, 
in  the first instance, the leaders o f  a small landow ning  aristocracy 
in the “ inner” provinces, w hile the R egen ts belonged to an 
extensive bourgeoisie m ade up o f  city dwellers, ship ow ners, 
industrialists and m erchants. T here  always w ere and always w ou ld  
be many bonds, b o th  o f  friendship and o f  interest, betw een  the 
O range aristocracy and the m erchant bourgeoisie. B ut the R eg en ts’ 
group had seen its w ealth grow  to fabulous proportions over the 
course o f  ha lf a century and had itself becom e a caste. T h e  directors 
o f  bo th  the financial com panies and the collegiate public insti­
tutions w ere appointed by co -op tion  from  am ong the m em bers o f
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a small group o f  closely interrelated families (the W itts, the 
B euhingens, the Burghs, the H uddes, and so on). T hey  thus 
isolated themselves m ore and m ore from  the bulk  o f  the m iddle 
classes (artisans, m erchants trading w ith in  the Provinces, fisher­
m en), w h o  w ere increasingly deprived  o f  any real share o f  pow er. 
M oreover, thanks to  the progress o f  capitalist accum ulation, the 
rural p o o r w ere  soon jo in ed  by a deprived urban proletariat, 
concentrated in A m sterdam  and Leiden, w h o  lived in a perm anent 
state o f  latent revolt.

H ow ever, social stratification in itself w ould  never have led the 
“ m ultitude” to  identify w ith  the O range cause had there n o t been  
a convergence o f  tw o  different crises — one m ilitary, the o ther 
religious — w hich  posed the crucial question o f  the relationship 
between Church and State.

In the U n ited  Provinces, Calvinist reform  com bined  the rejec­
tion o f  “R o m an  idolatry” w ith  anti-Spanish (and later anti-French) 
patriotic feeling. Calvinism  becam e the official religion o f  the 
country  b u t was never its only religion. A significant Catholic 
m inority  m aintained the right to  organise. Similar p ro tection  was 
granted to  the prosperous Jew ish com m unity  in A m sterdam , w hich 
was principally o f  Spanish and Portuguese extraction. B u t it was 
the division o f  D u tch  Calvinism  itself in to  tw o  branches that was 
responsible for overdeterm in ing  the nature o f  social conflict and 
the identity  o f  the political “parties” th ro u g h o u t this period .

T h e  first branch was that o f  the Remonstrants, nam ed after the 
proponents o f  the A rm inian theology w h o  had addressed a 
“R em onstrance” to  the Estates-General in 1610 outlin ing  their 
political and religious positions. T h ey  believed in  free w ill and 
placed great im portance on  freedom  o f  conscience, w hich  led 
them  to  argue for religious tolerance. In this respect they w ere 
follow ing th e  tradition o f  Erasmus. T hey  w ished to establish a 
“ religious peace” , w hich  w ould  reduce the p ow er o f  the ecclesiast­
ical corporations and leave responsibility for the individual’s salva­
tion  to the individual in  question. T hey  w ere  opposed to  the 
discipline o f  obedience, w hich  was constandy enjo ined u p o n  the 
faithful in the preaching o f  the C hurch . Instead, they  m ade a 
distinction betw een  outward religion (institutional forms), to  w hich  
they assigned a m erely pedagogical function, and inward religion, the 
only true g round  uniting  the invisible com m unity  o f  believers.
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This distinction opened the w ay to  a “secular” conception o f  the 
relationship betw een  State and C hurch , in w hich  the State w ould 
have contro l over the signs o f  ou tw ard  religion, in the interests o f  
public order, b u t w ou ld  be forbidden to  interfere w ith  inw ard 
religion, w hich  was in any case beyond  its reach.

B y tradition and by conviction, the R egen ts’ elite leaned tow ards 
A rm inianism . T h e  m athem aticians, doctors and inventors w ho  
w ere m aking H olland a centre for m odem  science w ere draw n 
from  this elite, m en such as de W itt himself, H udde and H uygens, 
w h o  was perhaps the greatest o f  them  all. These m en o f  science 
w ere  often ardent converts to  Cartesianism, and they found  that 
the theology o f  free will sat well w ith  the dem ands o f  free 
intellectual research, a metaphysics o f  “ clear and distinct ideas” and 
a rational conception  o f  G od. Som e o f  them  m ay even have gone 
further, tending  tow ards a k ind  o f  religious scepticism, w hich 
m arried the naturalism  o f  antiquity  w ith  the “scientific” politics 
then being  expounded  by their English contem porary H obbes. A t 
the centre o f  their preoccupations was th e  no tion  o f  a “natural 
righ t” , w hich  was the universal g round  o f  m orality and law, o f  
trade and property . W hatever they may have believed precisely, 
the R egen ts’ party agreed w ith  the R em onstrants on  tw o  essential 
points: tolerance, as the condition  o f  civil and religious peace, and 
thus o f  national unity; and the prim acy o f  civil authority  over the 
hierarchy o f  the C hurches. T his latter principle was also in tended 
to  prevent popular m ovem ents from  establishing them selves in 
opposition to the State. It was to provide the subject for a series o f  
theoretical w ritings, beginning  w ith  the De Imperio Summarum 
Potestarum Circa Sacra (O f  the p ow er o f  the Sovereign in religious 
matters) o f  H ugh  de G ro o t (Grotius), w hich  was published 
posthum ously in 1647. T he influence o f  de G ro o t’s text can be 
seen quite clearly in Spinoza’s w ork . It should nevertheless be 
no ted  tha t the ju s  circa sacra attributed to the State could  be perfectly 
com patible w ith  the practice o f  “ private” forms o f  intolerance 
w ithin  its constituent com m unities.

O n  all these points, the R em onstrants w ere im placably at odds 
w ith the o ther D u tch  Calvinists, the m ajority  o f  their countrym en, 
kn o w n  as Contra-Remonstrants o r Gomarists (after Francis G om ar, 
A rm inius’s theological adversary in Leiden). T he Gomarists w ere 
o rthodox  Calvinists. T hey  m aintained that all Christians ow e a
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double allegiance: in tem poral m atters, to  the magistrates o r  to  the 
prince; in spiritual m atters, to  the C hurch . T he C h u rch  should be 
totally independen t o f  the State, w ith  the absolute right to  choose 
its ow n  ministers, to  assemble the faithful, to preach and to  teach. 
B ut i f  the citizen ow es a double allegiance, the law itself proceeds 
from  the one source o f  all authority : G o d  himself. It is part o f  a 
single divine plan for salvation. It defines one  “ Christian society”, 
and one  only, o f  w h ich  the C h u rch  and the State are only  ever 
im perfect approxim ations. T his explains w h y  the ir relationship is 
no t symmetrical: for the tem poral ru ler has an absolute right to  the 
obedience o f  his subjects only i f  he is indeed a “ C hristian p rince” , 
zealous to  ensure that the true faith is dissem inated th roughou t the 
nation. In  practice, then , th e  pastors w h o  cam e ou t o f  the 
universities insisted that m unicipal and State authorities should 
keep a close eye on  those heresies that lay in w ait for the ir flock, 
w h o  w ere the People o f  G od, the new  Israel. T hus a religious 
denom ination  that in o ther contexts was at the centre o f  resistance 
to  absolutism came to  exercise an essentially repressive function  in 
H olland. A nd yet, despite this, the G om arist m ovem ent still 
p rovided a focal po in t for the expression o f  the aspirations o f  the 
com m on people. T h e  rural p o o r and the urban proletariat w ere 
b o th  predom inantly  Calvinist. So w ere  the petty  bourgeoisie, 
am ongst w h o m  the C ontra-R em onstran ts recruited  the ir pastors, 
young  m en am bitious to  direct the conscience o f  the masses. T hese 
“ preachers” denounced  n o t only  th e  theological laxity o f  the 
R egen ts b u t also their opu len t w ay o f  life and their stranglehold on  
public affairs. In this w ay, the ir preaching even cam e to  contain  a 
“ dem ocratic” elem ent.

Y et A rm inianism  was no t the only enem y o f  o rthodoxy , w hich  
found itself confronted  by  m any o ther “ heresies” , in  particular 
those w hich  looked  to  a “ second R efo rm atio n ” . T hese m ovem ents 
can be loosely grouped  together under the nam e given them  by 
Leszek Kolakow ski, the “ Christians w ith o u t a C h u rch ” . B ehind 
this sim ple phrase lurks a m ultiplicity o f  different groups, w h o  
disagreed w ith  each o ther o n  m any articles o f  faith. W h at un ited  
them  was the ir insistence on  the interiorisation, and thus the 
individualisation, o f  faith. M ost o f  them  shared the A rm inians’ 
be lief in free w ill and their rejection o f  predestination. Som e o f  
them  had mystical tendencies; others, on  the contrary, w ere  close
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to  a form  o f  “ natural relig ion” . T h e  Socinians (followers o f  Faustus 
Socinus, the Italian reform er w h o  lived in Poland and w hose nam e 
was enough to instil fear in o rthodox  theologians th roughou t 
classical Europe) held the doctrines o f  the T rinity  and o f  original 
sin to be superstitions that the C hurch  had im posed on  the unity 
o f  the divine being. This m ovem ent prepared the g round  from  
w hich the U nitarian  o r anti-T rin itarian  sects w ere to  spring. From  
this perspective, C hrist was no  longer a divine person, b u t an 
allegory o f  the m oral virtues and o f  inw ard perfection. His function  
as the redeem er o f  hum anity  was thus stripped o f  its significance. 
A stream lined theology o f  this k ind, from  w hich the great “ m yster­
ies” o f  faith had been cu t away, could easily be com bined w ith  a 
rationalistic philosophy o f  Cartesian inspiration (though w e should 
rem em ber that Descartes h im self was a devou t R o m an  Catholic).

M any o f  the “ Christians w ith o u t a C h u rch ” w ere nevertheless 
seduced by  messianic them es, w hich  proclaim ed the advent o f  the 
k ingdom  o f  freedom  and o f  divine justice, and they sought to 
decipher signs o f  their vision’s im m inen t realisation in con tem por­
ary events, such as the conversion o f  the Jew s. Those com m unities 
that belonged to  the Anabaptist tradition (the M ennonites and the 
Collegiants, for instance) w ere  organised on  the evangelical m odel, 
as free assemblies o f  believers, w ith o u t any ecclesiastical hierarchy. 
This was ano ther kind o f  dem ocratic tendency, w hich  grew  up in 
opposition to  the Calvinists b u t also cam e to  influence som e o f  the 
same social groups. Som e Anabaptists, in particular the Collegiants, 
held  that the same organisational m odel should b e  applied to  civil 
society. T hey  denied  that the State had the right to o rder its 
subjects to  break the com m andm ent “T h o u  shalt n o t kill” , and 
they looked  forw ard to  an egalitarian society, founded  on  a 
com m unism  o f  w ork  and love for o n e’s neighbour.

In 1619, the Synod o f  D o rt had condem ned  the A rm inian theses 
and forbidden pastors w h o  professed them  to  m inister to  the 
faithful. T he polem ic tha t surrounded  this decision did n o t die 
away: Arm inians continued  to  play a leading role in the intellectual 
life o f  the country , debating w ith scholars and theologians from  
o ther denom inations (as well as w id i Jew s, am ongst them  M enasseh 
ben  Israel, one o f  the young  Spinoza’s masters). T h e  orthodox  
pastors w ere  all th e  m ore vigilant as the execution  o f  the Synod’s 
directives had been  left to  the m unicipal authorities and in m any
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tow ns a de facto tolerance reigned. It seem ed that by  1650 
A rm inianism  had carved ou t a place for itself in the life o f  the 
D u tch  State. T h e  freedom  o f  publication that reigned in A m ster­
dam , and w hich  had no  equivalent elsew here at that tim e, served 
to  foster an atm osphere o f  free-th ink ing  and tolerance. T he 
Anabaptist “sects” , the Q uakers w ho  had com e there from  E ngland 
and various m illenarian groups to o k  full advantage o f  these free­
dom s, and their vigorous activity n o t only irritated the theologians 
b u t also unsettled the political authorities.

As early as 1610, the princes o f  O range had declared them selves 
the protectors o f  the Calvinist C h u rch , in  an act o f  calculation 
rather than conviction (wasn’t T h e  H ague w orth  a sermon?). Since 
then, they had continuously used the C h u rch ’s influence to  pu t 
pressure on  the R egen ts’ party. M eanw hile, although Gom arism  
was above all com m itted  to  achieving its ow n  doctrinal aims, it had 
nevertheless chosen to support the m onarchist tendency against the 
“stadholderless R ep u b lic” . O n  bo th  sides, this alliance corres­
ponded  to a tactical decision rather than to  any real com m unity  o f  
thought. B u t it was all the m ore  necessary as the mass o f  the 
com m on people tended  tow ards a strict Calvinism  and — at least in 
m om ents o f  crisis — usually pu t their trust in the princes rather than 
the R egents, w h o m  they suspected o f  placing their ow n  individual 
interests before those o f  the nation. T h e  result was a rather 
com plicated configuration o f  allegiances, w hich  can be represented, 
w ith  som e sim plification, as follows:

H o w  can w e “locate” Spinoza the individual and his though t 
w ith in  this com plex, m obile  topography? T he Portuguese Jew ish 
com m unity  in  A m sterdam , in to  w hich  he was b o m , was closely
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associated w ith  the com m ercial and colonial activities that consti­
tu ted  the p o w er base o f  the governing elite o f  H olland. His ow n 
father was a senior figure in  that elite. Follow ing his “ excom m un­
ication” in 1656, he was taken up  by  the enlightened sections o f  
the petty  bourgeoisie and in particular by C ollegiant and  Cartesian 
groups. It was from  these groups that his “ circle” o f  friends was 
draw n, right up to  the tim e o f  his death. U n d e r the influence o f  
his philosophy, w hich they  in terpreted  as an “ ultra-C artesian” 
rationalism, o r even as straightforw ard atheism , som e o f  his friends 
cam e to  adopt radical positions. O n e  in particular, Adriaan K oer- 
bagh, was convicted  o f  im piety and sentenced in 1668. It was 
probably his death in prison th a t m ade Spinoza decide to  publish 
the T T P  anonym ously. A t the same tim e, o ther relationships, 
stem m ing in th e  first instance from  his scientific researches, b rough t 
him  in to  the im m ediate sphere o f  the R eg en ts ' party. It w ould  
even seem that h e  was, in  som e sense, an unofficial “adviser” to 
Johan  de W itt.

W h at is clear, w ith  the benefit o f  hindsight, is tha t the philos­
ophical dem ands m ade upon Spinoza by  those around h im  b rough t 
together three very different kinds o f  expectation. E ven  if  these 
different dem ands w ere som etim es m ade by  the same m en, they 
rem ained fundam entally heterogeneous, corresponding to  the 
im peratives o f  science, o f  non-denom inational religion and o f  
republican politics. N o t only was Spinoza aw are o f  these various 
dem ands, b u t he displaced each o f  them  in  tu rn , never responding 
to  any o f  them  according to  the expectations that lay beh ind  them .

T he T T P  is pervaded by  a sense o f  urgency. T h ere  is an urgent 
need  to  reform  philosophy so as to  elim inate, from  w ithin , 
theological prejudice, “th e  relics o f  m an's ancient bondage” (T T P , 
22). T here  is an urgent need  to  defend philosophy against the 
forces that threaten its free expression. T h ere  is an urgent need  to 
analyse the reasons for collusion betw een  the principle o f  m onar­
chical authority  and religious fundam entalism , w hich has m obilised 
the “ m ultitude” against the interests o f  the nation and therefore 
against their ow n  interests. T h ere  is also an u rgen t need  to 
understand the k ind  o f  life that fosters those feelings o f  im potence 
in  w hich  the spurious “second na tu re” o f  theological illusions has 
its origin. I f  w e can do  this, then w e should be in a position to  see 
freedom , b o th  inw ard  and outw ard, individual and collective, n o t

Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



24 S P I N O Z A  A N D  P O L I T I C S

as a threat to  o u r security, bu t as tha t security’s fundam ental 
condition.

T here  can be no  d o u b t w hich  “cam p” Spinoza belonged to, if  
w e accept that, in the historical con tex t in w hich  the T T P  was 
w ritten  and published, nam ing  the “ enem y” is a clear and irrefut­
able sign. H is “ theological-political” in tervention  belongs to a 
tradition w hich  dates back at least as far as G rotius: it is a m anifesto 
for the R epublican  party. B ut it is n o t a m anifesto that w ou ld  give 
m uch  com fort to  those w h o m  it was supposed to  support. Spinoza 
knew  w h o  his enem y was. B ut that does no t m ean that he was 
prepared to accept the curren t R epub lican  ideology and defend 
the interests o f  its supporters, any m ore than he was prepared to 
identify h im self w ith  the interests and ideology o f  the scientists o r 
the “ Christians w ith o u t a C h u rch ” . Indeed, how  could he do  so 
w h en  these different positions d id  n o t converge in any coheren t 
way? In a sense, the real “ freedom  party” was still to be created. 
T he different elem ents that w ould  m ake up  its creed could be 
found  scattered about in  different places, b u t there w ere no  obvious 
lines o f  agreem ent along w hich  to jo in  them  together. W as this 
im pression simply a m isunderstanding w hich  theory  could  easily 
rectify? Spinoza im plicidy projects the m odel o f  a w ay o f  life and a 
form  o f  social conscience tha t w ou ld  m arry th e  egalitarianism o f  
the m ultitude and the construction o f  a State capable o f  guarantee­
ing their security, the religion o f  inw ard  certainty and rational 
know ledge o f  the chain o f  natural causes. Is this m odel simply a 
fantasy? H ad he form ulated a set o f  principles w hich  allow ed h im  
to  transcend the weaknesses and inheren t contradictions o f  b o u r­
geois R epublicanism  as they w ere illustrated by  the R egen ts’ class? 
O r  was he m erely try ing to  preserve a historic com prom ise, for 
w h ich  it was already too  late? T hese are the questions w e m ust 
n o w  address.
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T h e  T r a c t a t u s  

T h e o l o g i c o - P o l i t i c u s : 

A  D e m o c r a t i c  M a n i f e s t o

T he difficulty — and the interest — o f  the political theory  set o u t in 
the T T P  lies in  the tension it creates betw een  notions w hich  are 
apparently incom patible and w hich  are still perceived as such even 
today. This tension at first appears to stem  from  the attem pt to 
transcend the am biguities inheren t in the idea o f  “ to lerance” . In 
o rder to  determ ine w hat is at stake here, I shall begin by exam ining 
the relationship betw een  the sovereignty o f  the State and individual 
freedom . This w ill lead m e, on  the one hand, to  question the thesis 
that dem ocracy has its basis in “ nature” and, on the o ther, to 
discuss the Spinozist conception  o f  history and its novel m ethod  o f  
classifying political regimes in to  th ree categories: theocracy, m o n ­
archy and dem ocracy.

F reedom  o f  T h o u g h t and the R ig h t o f  the Sovereign

T h e  sovereignty o f  the State is always absolute. I f  it w ere no t 
absolute, it could  n o t claim  to  be sovereign. Individuals, according 
to  Spinoza, cannot w ithdraw  their active participation from  the 
State to  w hich  they belong w ith o u t finding themselves classed as 
“public enem ies” , w ith  all the risks that entails (cf. chapter XVI). 
Y et at the same tim e, any State that wishes to  guarantee its ow n 
stability m ust allow  the individuals w h o  live in it  the greatest 
possible freedom  o f  though t and o f  self-expression (cf. chapter 
X X ). H o w  can these tw o  theses be reconciled? O n e  seems to 
derive from  an absolutist, no t to  say totalitarian, conception  o f  the 
State, w hile the o ther is apparendy the expression o f  a fundam ental 
dem ocratic principle. Spinoza h im self provides the answer to  this 
question at the very end o f  his book: the tw o  theses can b e  m ade



26 S P I N O Z A  A N D  P O L I T I C S

to fit together by  applying a fundamental mle w h ich  rests u p o n  the 
distinction betw een  thoughts and w ords on the one hand, and 
actions on  the other.

Thus the purpose o f the state [Respublica] is, in reality, freedom. 
Furthermore, we have seen that the one essential feature in the 
formation o f the state was that all power to make laws should be vested 
in the entire citizen body, or in a number o f citizens, or in one man. 
For since there is a considerable diversity in the free judgm ent of men, 
each believing that he alone knows best, and since it is impossible that 
all should think alike and speak with one voice, peaceful existence 
could not be achieved unless every man surrendered his right to act 
just as he thought fit. Thus it was only the right to act as he thought fit 
that each man surrendered, and not his right to reason and judge. So 
while to act against the sovereign’s decree is definitely an infringement 
o f his right, this is not the case with thinking, judging, and consequendy 
with speaking, too, provided one does no more than express or 
communicate one’s opinion, defending it through rational conviction 
alone, not through deceit, anger, hatred, or the will to effect such 
changes in the state as he himself decides. For example, suppose a man 
maintains that a certain law is against sound reason, and he therefore 
advocates its repeal. If  he at the same time submits his opinion to the 
judgm ent o f the sovereign power (which alone is competent to enact 
and repeal laws), and meanwhile does nothing contrary to what is 
commanded by that law, he deserves well o f  the state, acting as a good 
citizen should do. But if  on the contrary the purpose o f  his action is to 
accuse the magistrate o f  injustice and to stir up popular hatred against 
him, or if he seditiously seeks to repeal that law in spite of the 
magistrate, he is nothing more than an agitator and a rebel. ('/TP, 293)

This rule will create m any problem s. T o  begin w ith , there are 
problem s o f  interpretation. W e m ust bear in m ind  w hat Spinoza 
has already said in  chapter X V II on  the subject o f  obedience. 
O bed ience does n o t lie in  the m otive from  w hich  one  acts, b u t in 
the conform ity  o f  the act itself. “ From  the fact . . . that a m an acts 
from  his o w n  decision, w e should n o t fo rthw ith  conclude that his 
action proceeds from  his o w n  right, and n o t from  the right o f  the 
governm en t” (TTP, 251). In  this sense, the State is the supposed 
au thor o f  all actions that conform  to  the law, and all actions that 
are n o t against the law  can be said to  conform  to  the law. N ext, 
there is a p rob lem  o f  application: as Spinoza him self dem onstrates, 
certain words are actions, in particular those w hich  deliver judgem ents
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o n  the policy o f  the State and w hich  may serve to  obstruct that 
policy. It is therefore necessary to  determ ine “ to w hat ex ten t this 
freedom  can and should be granted” (7 7  P, 292), o r again “ w hich 
political beliefs are seditious” (T T P , 294). T he answ er to  these 
questions does n o t depend only on  a general principle o f  the 
follow ing type: exclude those opinions w hich, im plicitly o r
explicitly, tend  to  dissolve the social covenant, that is, w hich  call 
for a “change in the fo rm ” o f  the State that m ight endanger the 
S tate’s existence. It also depends on  w hether o r  n o t the State itself 
is “ co rrup t” . O n ly  in  a healthy State can this rule, w hich  w ill help 
to  preserve the State, be unequivocally applied. B u t this leads us to 
a th ird  problem : that o f  the theoretical m eaning o f  Spinoza’s thesis.

Let us begin by  elim inating one  apparently obvious in terpreta­
tion: that the distinction proposed by Spinoza sim ply reproduces 
the distinction betw een  the private (opinions) and the public (actions). 
In  the liberal tradition, political sovereignty and individual freedom  
operate in these tw o  separate spheres. T h ey  do  no t norm ally 
overlap bu t reciprocally “ u nderw rite” each other. In this fram e­
w ork  one can th en  resolve such conflicts as that betw een  political 
and religious authorities, in the form  o f  a “separation o f  C hurch  
and State” . But this approach, w hich  was soon to  be developed by 
Locke, is clearly n o t that o f  Spinoza. For it ascribes too little “rig h t” 
both to the individual and to  the State. T h e  individual is thus 
unduly  lim ited, because the essential area in w hich  he should be 
able to exercise his freedom  o f  op in ion is the area o f  politics itself. 
T h e  State is unduly  lim ited too , because its con tro l should extend, 
d irecdy or indirecdy, to all the different relationships that m ay exist 
betw een  m en, and thus to all their actions, including acts o f  
religious devotion. Experience shows that m en ’s behaviour tow ards 
the ir “fellow  citizens” or “ neighbours” is always influenced by 
their religious opinions. E ven  if  the distinction betw een  the public 
and the private is a necessary institution o f  the State (T T P , 244), it 
cannot be one o f  its constitutive principles. So the rule pu t forw ard 
by  Spinoza cannot im ply a straightforward separation. In fact, w hat 
Spinoza wants to  prove is a m uch  stronger thesis (and a m uch 
riskier one too): that the sovereignty o f  the State and individual 
freedom  do n o t need to  be separated, n o r indeed conciliated, 
because they arc n o t in contradiction. 7 he contradiction lies precisely 
in the attempt to set them up in opposition to one other.
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Spinoza does n o t deny that the possibility o f  conflict exists 
betw een  these tw o  terms. B u t it is o u t o f  this very tension that a 
w orkable solution m ust em erge. This can be seen, for instance, if  
w e consider w hat happens w hen the State tries to suppress freedom  
o f  opinion: “ let it be supposed that this freedom  can be suppressed 
and that m en can be kep t u n d er such contro l that they  dare no t 
w hisper anything that is n o t com m anded by the sovereign" (TT P, 
295). Such a policy, how ever, w ould  necessarily be the ru in  o f  the 
State itself, n o t because it is inherently  unjust o r im m oral, bu t 
because it is physically unbearable:

Men in general are so constituted that their resentment is most aroused 
when beliefs which they think to be true are treated as criminal, and 
when that which motivates their pious conduct to God and man is 
accounted as wickedness. In consequence, they are emboldened to 
denounce the laws and go to all lengths to oppose the magistrate, 
considering it not a disgrace but honourable to stir up sedition and to 
resort to any outrageous action in this cause. Granted, then, that human 
nature is thus constituted, it follows that laws enacted against m en’s 
beliefs arc directed not against villains but against men o f good character 
[ingettut\t and their purpose is to provoke honourable men rather than 
to restrain the wicked. N or can they be enforced without great danger 
to the state [imperium]. (TTP , 296)

T h e  m ore vio lent the constraints that are placed upon  individual 
freedom , the m ore vio lent and destructive w ill be the reaction 
against them . This is a “law  o f  natu re". W h en  each individual is in 
som e sense obliged to  think like another, the productive force o f  his 
th o u g h t becom es a destructive force instead. T his leads, in the 
extrem e case, bo th  to  a sort o f  raving madness on  the part o f  the 
individuals and to  the perversion o f  all social relations. This 
contradiction is obviously all the m ore acute w hen  the State is 
identified w ith a religion, either because civil au thority  has been  
annexed by religious authority , or because it forces o n  the 
individual a “ w orld  v iew " that seeks to  displace religion and is 
thus, w hatever its in ten tion , o f  the same nature as a religion. Such 
a system could  only last if  all the individuals concerned w ere  indeed 
able to  believe in the same G od  in the same way and in the same 
terms. B u t such uniform ity  is no t only  impossible, it is inconceiv­
able. In every society, barbaric o r civilised, Christian o r “idola­
trous", opposing opinions abou t divinity, piety and m orality, nature
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and the hum an  condition  are perpetually  em erging. This is so 
because m en ’s opinions are, for th e  m ost part, a p roduct o f  the 
im agination, and th e  im agination o f  each individual (the stories he 
puts together, the images h e  projects o n to  the w orld) depends 
irreducibly on  his ow n “com plex ion” — w hat Spinoza calls, using a 
term  that has no  direct equivalent in  English, his ingenium (which 
w e m ight translate as “na tu re” o r  “ tem peram en t”). By ingenium, 
w e should understand (draw ing o n  the account o f  individuality in 
the Ethics, IIP ! 0 —36) a m em ory  w hose form  has been determ ined 
by  the individual’s experience o f  life and by his various encounters, 
and w hich , as a result o f  th e  un ique w ay in  w hich it has been  
constituted, is inscribed bo th  in  the m ind  (or soul) and in  the 
dispositions o f  the body. For the opinions o f  individuals all to be 
reducible to  a single w orld  view , it w ould  be necessary no t only 
tha t they should all desire the same thing, b u t that they should 
have had the same experiences; in short, that they should be strictly 
indistinguishable from  one another. This, o f  course, is a contradic­
tion  in terms.

T hus the ideologically repressive State w ill have an ineluctable 
tendency to  destroy itself. B u t Spinoza takes his argum ent further, 
to  its m ost radical conclusion. T he same, he says, is true for the 
State that allows an ideological centre o f  opposition to  develop, as 
history has show n m any times: th e  struggle betw een  the kings and 
the high priests am ong the ancient H ebrew s; the struggle betw een  
the R o m an  C h u rch  and the E m pire in  m ediaeval E urope; and 
m ost recendy the struggle w hich  raged betw een  the English 
m onarchy and the Protestant sects. For, as w e have already po in ted  
out, it is the very same individuals, each w ith  his o w n  ingenium, or 
m ore precisely it is the very same actions, “ju s t” o r  “ unjust” , 
“p ious” o r “ im pious” , tha t fall u n d er the tw o  precepts o f  obedience 
to  the State and obedience to  the divine law. A single territory  — 
that occupied  by  the “ com m unity” o f  m en — cannot support tw o  
sovereign pow ers at the same tim e. This explains w h y  the C hurches 
seek to organise them selves on  the m odel o f  the State, as a “state 
w ith in  the state” (imperium in imperio) (TT P , 270; translation 
m odified), w hile their leaders assume, by  right o r by force, a 
political function. T his situation will, ultim ately, lead to  the 
dissolution o f  the State. B ut it carries no  advantage for the 
individual, w h o  finds him self transform ed in to  the instrum ent o f  a
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rivalry over w h ich  he has n o  contro l. N o th in g  is m ore unlikely 
and m ore miserable than a m an struggling to th ink  in total isolation 
from  o ther m en. B u t no th ing  is m ore intolerant than a p ow er 
w hich  in o rder to defeat its rival is obliged to  m anipulate the 
credulity, the fears and the hopes o f  m en.

It is at this p o in t that Spinoza m oves from  a purely  negative 
argum ent to  a positive one. For i f  the State can survive neither by 
im posing opinions on  individuals n o r by tolerating an autonom ous, 
organised centre o f  spiritual authority  and opposition, i f  bo th  these 
situations are virtually intolerable for the individuals w h o  live under 
them , then  there is only one possible solution.

T his solution supposes first that the State reserves for itself absolute 
rights over religious practice — ju s  circa sacra — and delegates those 
rights to  the C hurches only  to  the ex ten t that it can contro l the use 
that is m ade o f  them . In fact, “ religion can acquire the force o f  law 
only from  the decree o f  those w h o  have the right to  com m and, and 
. . . G od  has no  special k ingdom  over m en save th rough  the m edium  
o f  those w h o  ho ld  the sovereignty” (T T P , 281). B ut such an absolute 
sovereignty sanctions, by  this very fact, the distinction betw een 
inward religion and outward religion: for it establishes the sovereign 
as “ the in terpreter o f  the divine law ” (TT P, 283; translation m odi­
fied) w hile forbidding him , in his ow n  interests, to prescribe o r 
m ake official any “ opinions” , that is, any m odels o f  though t and o f  
virtue, besides the “ com m on no tions” o f  charity and justice tow ards 
o u r fellow m en. In  these conditions, i f  the isolated C hurches and 
com m unities o f  faith appear to be autonom ous, that is because there 
is an im plicit de facto consensus on  fundam ental values, w h ich  is all 
the m ore effective for being  im plicit, and th rough  w hich  citizens 
will feel them selves to  be “ urged by love” rather than  “driven by  
fear o f  a threatened evil” (TT P , 251).

This initial liberation will, in practice, condition  all those that 
are to  follow . O n  this basis, the State m ust open up o f  its ow n  
accord the largest possible dom ain  for the expression o f  individual 
opinions. T h e  “ com plex ion” o f  each individual w ill then  no  longer 
b e  seen as an obstacle to  the sovereign's p o w er (potestas), bu t as an 
active, constitutive elem ent o f  the p o w er (potentia) o f  the State. 
W h e n  individuals consciously take part in  the construction o f  the 
State, they  naturally desire bo th  its p ow er over them  and its 
preservation. By p rom oting  freedom  o f  op in ion , the State m axim ­
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ises its chances o f  reaching rational decisions; at the same tim e, it 
places the individual in a situation in w hich  obedience is the only 
form  o f  conduct he can choose that is truly to  his advantage. It is 
then  that thoughts and words are once more actions, in the strongest 
sense o f  the term . A nd if  it is necessary for individuals to  obey any 
given law , even if  it is an absurd law  (for the danger that w ould  
result from  disobedience is always greater than  that w hich  w ould  
stem  from  an erro r o r act o f  madness on  the part o f  the sovereign) 
(T T P 9 241—2), it is even m ore im portan t for the State to  encourage 
the expression o f  all opinions, even those w hich  are absurd o r 
dangerous, for the ir utility far outw eighs the inconvenience caused 
by their expression. Envisaged from  a non-form al perspective, 
sovereignty as it actually exists turns ou t to  be a continuous process 
o f  collective p roduction  in  w hich  individual pow ers are “ trans­
ferred” to  the public au thority  and ideological fluctuations are 
stabilised. Speech is one m om en t in this process. T h e  limit im plied 
by  the existence o f  a State (the subordination o f  acts to  the law  and 
the banning  o f  “ subversive” opinions) expresses no th ing  o ther than 
the effectiveness o f  the process by w hich  the State is constituted.

D em ocracy: “T h e  M ost N atural” State

T h e  effectiveness o f  this process o f  reciprocal lim itation increases 
in  p roportion  as each o f  the tw o  terms — the State and the 
individual -  “interiorises” the utility o f  the other. In this w ay, the 
fantasy o f  unlim ited p ow er is replaced by  a m axim um  o f  real p ow er 
(Spinoza speaks in  this con tex t o f  “ m odera tion” , T T P , 292). It is 
therefore a form  o f  self-limitation. Em ploying a fundam ental cat­
egory o f  the Spinozist m etaphysic, w e can say that the process o f  
self-lim itation expresses a causality that is im m anent to  the con­
struction o f  the State.

T he reader, how ever, cannot avoid com ing  up against the 
question, Is this argum ent valid for every State (for the State “ in 
general”)? O r  is it in fact im plicitly determ ined by  the hypothesis 
o f  a democratic State? T h e  negative argum ent (violence exerted 
against diversity o f  op in ion  underm ines the State itself) is clearly o f  
universal application. But the positive argum ent (the expression o f  
diverging opinions reveals th e  com m on  interest and is the means 
th rough  w hich  the p o w er o f  the State is constructed) w ould  seem
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to  apply only to  a dem ocracy, in w h ich  the sovereign is none o ther 
than  the totality o f  th inking individuals:

Therefore, without any infringement o f natural right, a community 
can be formed and a contract be always preserved in its entirety in 
absolute good faith according to this rule [ratio], that everyone transfer 
all the power that he possesses to the community, which will therefore 
alone retain the sovereign natural right over everything, that is, the 
supreme rule [imperium] which everyone will have to obey either o f 
free choice or through fear o f  the ultimate penalty. Such a community’s 
right is called a democracy, which can therefore be defined as a united 
body o f men which corporately possesses sovereign right over every­
thing within its power. (7TP, 241)

B ut isn’t Spinoza’s th ink ing  on this po in t dangerously circular? 
First o f  all, there is a theoretical circle: the dem ocratic State only 
appears as ultim ately the m ost stable because from  the very 
beginning  im plicitly dem ocratic postulates have been  built in to  the 
definition o f  the State in general. T h en  there is a practical circle: 
undem ocratic States, w hich  are those m ost ignorant o f  the fact that 
p o w er and freedom  necessarily im ply one another, w ould  seem  in 
this analysis to  have little chance o f  m astering their ow n  arbitrary 
natures and thus escaping dissent, revolt and revolution, though  
they are m ost in need o f  being saved from  this fate. O n  the o ther 
hand, a State tha t could  plausibly m ake a rational calculation as to 
th e  benefits o f  freedom  and thus p reem pt the violence that 
ideological censorship w o u ld  p rovoke is inevitably a State that 
already operates according to  this principle. In the political perspec­
tive w hich , as w e have seen, is tha t o f  Spinoza, such a circular 
argum ent w ould  leave only a very  restricted m argin for in terven­
tion in times o f  crisis: o n e  could  try and  correct an  aberration that 
had no t yet gone too  far, a m om entary divergence betw een  the 
dem ocratic essence o f  the “ free R e p u b lic” and the faults o f  its 
praxis. B u t one  could  no t do  m uch  m ore. This m ight help to  
explain the pathetic tone o f  certain passages in the T T P  w h ich  
seem  to express the fear that it m ight already be too late, that the 
republican “ form ” m ay already have been  secredy occupied by a 
different con ten t (T T P , 161, 2 2 0 -1 ).

This is a real difficulty. W ith o u t playing on the inheren t 
am biguity o f  the w ord  nature (w hich at times necessarily includes
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th e  idea o f  v iolence and at o ther tim es stands in opposition to  it), 
it is difficult to  m aintain b o th  that all existing forms o f  the State are 
the result o f  natural causes and that dem ocracy is “ the m ost natural 
S tate” (T T P , 297). In chapter X V I (“T h e  basis o f  the state 
[respublica]; the natural and civic right o f  the individual; and the 
righ t o f  sovereign pow ers”), Spinoza seems to  have com e up against 
this problem  directly, ju d g in g  by  the w ay his text wavers betw een  
a definition o f  the State in  general (or a description o f  the “ origins” 
o f  any civil society) and an analysis o f  the form s specific to 
dem ocracy. It is as if  the concept o f  dem ocracy w ere being given a 
double theoretical inscription. O n  the one  hand, it is a particular 
k ind  o f  political order, w hich  results from  determ inate causes. B ut 
it is also the “ tru th ” o f  every political o rder, in relation to  w hich 
the internal consistency, causes and ultim ate tendencies o f  their 
constitutions can be assessed.

This theoretical privilege o f  dem ocracy is expressed th rough  the 
closely in terlinked usage o f  the concepts o f  the “ social covenan t” 
and o f  “ reason” . Every civil society can be considered as the 
ou tcom e o f  a pact, w h eth er “ tacit o r  explicit” . It is rational to  try 
to  escape from  the poverty  and insecurity o f  the “ state o f  n atu re” , 
in w hich  m en are guided exclusively by their particular appetites 
and desires. Indeed, “it is a universal law  o f  hum an nature that 
nobody  rejects w hat he judges to  be good  except th rough  h ope o f  
a greater good  o r fear o f  greater loss, and that no  one endures any 
evil except to avoid a greater evil o r to  gain a greater good” (T T P , 
239). D em ocracy reveals th e  m echanism  that is present in  every 
such pact: individual pow ers are either “p o o led ” o r transferred en 
blocy so as to  create a structure o f  civil obedience. A nd it is th rough 
such obedience that reason becom es a practical principle:

in a democracy there is less danger o f a government behaving 
unreasonably, for it is practically impossible for the majonty of a single 
assembly, if it is o f some size, to agree on the same piece o f folly. Then 
again, as we have shown, it is the fundamental purpose o f democracy 
to avoid the follies o f appetite and to keep men within the bounds of 
reason, as far as possible, so that they may live in peace and harmony. 
(TTP, 242)

T hus dem ocracy appears as a dem and that is im m anent in every 
State. This thesis may be logically problem atic, b u t its political
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m eaning is plain. Every State institutes reciprocal form s o f  do m i­
nation  and obedience, th rough w hich  individuals are m ade subject 
to an objective order. B u t the condition  o f  the subject is no t the 
same as that o f  a slave, and a generalised slavery does n o t constitute 
a State. T h e  concept o f  the State includes b o th  the imperium and 
the respublica. In o th e r w ords, the condition  o f  the subject presup­
poses citizenship, in  the sense o f  activity (and therefore an equality 
w hich  is deem ed to be proportional to that activity). This activity 
finds its fulfilm ent in  the dem ocratic State, w here  “ nobody  transfers 
his natural right to ano ther so com pletely that thereafter he is no t 
to be consulted; he transfers it to  the m ajority o f  the entire 
com m unity  o f  w hich  he is a part” , so that “ all m en  rem ain equal, 
as they w ere before in a state o f  natu re” (TTP, 243). T h e  consent 
on  w hich  the real p ow er o f  a State depends always tends tow ards 
this maximal adequation o f  form  and content. T h e  form  may 
rem ain passive, b u t there will always be a m inim al elem ent o f  
activity in the con ten t, that w hich  inscribes and expresses the 
interests o f  the individuals concerned. Even before sovereignty can 
be defined as the “ sovereignty o f  the people” , a “peop le” already 
exists, irreducible to a m ultitude o f  plebeians o r a passive m ob.

This explains h o w  the “ theoretical” and “practical” attributes o f  
sovereignty, w hich  seem ed to  be in  contradiction w ith  each other, 
are to  be held together.

•  the sovereign p ow er is b o u n d  by no  law  (T T P , 241);
•  the welfare o f  the people is the highest law, to  w hich  all o ther 

laws, b o th  hum an and divine, m ust be m ade to  conform  (T T P , 
284);

•  it is exceedingly rare for governm ents to  issue quite unreasonable 
com m ands; in the ir ow n  interest and  to  retain their ru le, it 
especially behoves them  to  look to  the public good  and to 
conduct all affairs under the guidance o f  reason. For, as Seneca 
says, “violenta im peria nem o con tinu it d iu” — n o -o n e  w ho  relies 
upon  violence can govern for long (TT P, 242);

•  1 grant that the sovereign can by  right govern  in  the m ost 
oppressive w ay and execute citizens on  the m ost trivial pretexts, 
bu t no  one  will claim that by  do ing  so they  are acting in 
accordance w ith the ju d g em en t o f  sound reason. Indeed, since 
they cannot so act w ithou t endangering the w ho le  fabric o f  the
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state, w e can even argue that they do  n o t have the absolute 
pow er to  do  so, and consequently  tha t they  do  no t have the 
absolute right to  d o  so. For w e have dem onstrated that the right 
o f  sovereigns is determ ined by their p ow er (TTP, 292).

T h e  “strength” o f  a State, w hatever kind o f  State it m ay be, is 
defined  by  its capacity to endure, w hile  preserving the form  o f  its 
institutions. B u t once its citizens actively begin to  ignore the 
com m ands o f  the sovereign, the seed o f  its dissolution has been  
sow n. T herefore, in  concrete terms, a strong State is one in w hich  
the subjects never disobey those rulings that the sovereign decrees 
to  be in the general interest, in peacetim e as in  w ar (T T P , 2 4 4 -6 ) . 
B ut this defin ition  is only m eaningful w h en  w e k n o w  in what 
conditions such a result can practically be achieved. I f  it does no t 
answer this question, then even the best political theory  is only a 
w o rk  o f  fiction. “ {T]he sovereign right over all m en is held by him  
w h o  holds the suprem e p o w er w hereby  he can com pel all b y  force 
and coerce them  by threat o f  the suprem e penalty, universally 
feared by  all,” w rites Spinoza. B ut he im m ediately adds, “ [t]his 
right he will only retain as long as he has this p o w er o f  carrying 
in to  execution  w hatever he wills; otherw ise his rule will be 
precarious, and nobody  w h o  is stronger than he w ill need to  obey 
him  unless he so w ishes” (T T P , 241). F urther on, he declares, 
“sovereign pow ers possess the right o f  com m anding w hatever they 
will only for as long as they  do in fact hold  suprem e pow er. I f  they 
lose this pow er, w ith  it they also lose the right o f  com plete 
com m and, w hich passes to  one m an o r a num ber o f  m en w h o  have 
acquired it and are able to  retain it” (TTP, 242).

This idea is bo th  pow erful and paradoxical, T h e  absolute 
character o f  sovereignty is a de facto tru th . R evolu tions are by 
definition illegal and illegitim ate (even to  conceive one is a crime: 
T T P, 245—6) — until they  have succeeded! B ut once they have 
taken place, and a new  p o w er has been established, a n ew  authority  
is thereby  created w hich  is no  less — and no  m ore — incontestable 
than tha t w h ich  preceded it. In effect, Spinoza is n o t so m uch 
proclaim ing a “ right o f  resistance” (against “ tyrannical” regimes) as 
recognising, w ith in  the theory  itself, that precarious regim es do  
collapse (above all those w hose show  o f  force is in fact a sym ptom  
o f  the provisional im potence o f  their subjects) and that legal
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systems serve to  formalise an existing balance o f  pow er. B u t in  that 
case, the m axim  according to  w hich  “ every state m ust preserve its 
ow n  form  o f  governm en t” (T T P , 279; translation m odified) cannot 
b e  presented as an unconditional principle. For it also has a practical 
(“p rudentia l”) m eaning. It draws its validity from  experience, 
w hich  shows that, m ost often, the violent overth row  o f  a ru ler or 
regim e leads only to  a situation that is ju s t as bad as, i f  no t w orse 
than, that w hich  w en t before. (Spinoza here cites the exam ple o f  
the English C om m onw ealth  period.) O n ly  in a State that was as 
free as possible, and w hich  in this w ay reigned “ over its subjects’ 
hearts [animus]” (T T P , 251; translation m odified), w ou ld  this 
m axim  b e  a necessary tru th . B u t then  it w o u ld  sim ply be the 
norm ative expression o f  the natural consequence o f  that S tate’s 
constitution.

A Philosophy o f  History?

T h e  argum ent w e have ju st exam ined draws o n  notions tha t w ere 
initially elaborated in relation to  nature. Spinoza continually insists 
u p o n  die fact that they constitute developm ents o f  “ natural righ t” , 
w hich  he defines as equivalent to the p o w er to  act (7 T P , 237ff). 
In  this sense, i f  there is a difference betw een  the hypothetical 
cond ition  o f  the isolated individual and the process o f  political 
construction — w hich  one m ight represent as the passage from  the 
state o f  nature to  civil society — this difference does n o t correspond 
to  an “ exit” from  the natural w orld  in to  som e o ther o rder, as it 
m ight for o ther theoreticians o f  natural right. For instance, it has 
no th ing  to  do  w ith  an evolution from  the animal o rder to  the 
hum an order. T he same elements are to  be found  in b o th  situations. 
T hey  have sim ply been  redistributed according to  the logic o f  an 
im m anent causality.

O n e  m ight th ink that for such a radical naturalism  th e  n o tio n  o f  
history w ould  have no  m eaning. B u t in  the T T P  that is m anifesdy 
n o t the case. R a th er, the “ nature” w ith  w hich  w e are dealing here 
is n o th in g  o ther than a n ew  w ay o f  th inking abou t history, 
according to  a m e th o d  o f  rational exegesis that seeks to  explain 
events by their causes. In  this respect, one  could  even say that in 
the T T P  to  k n o w  “ G o d ” adequately is, essentially, to  k n o w  history 
im m anendy. T hus the theoretical language o f  “ naturalism ” can be
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translated at every po in t in to  the language o f  a theory  o f  history. 
This becom es obvious w h en  Spinoza turns the traditional question 
o f  the com parison betw een  political regimes in to  a question about 
th e  tendency tow ards dem ocracy that is inheren t in any social 
order. B u t it can also be seen in his analysis o f  notions tha t have 
historical origins, such as nation: “nature creates individuals, n o t 
nations, and it is only difference o f  language, o f  laws, and o f  
established custom  that divides individuals in to  nations. A nd only 
the last tw o , laws and custom s, can be the source o f  the peculiar 
character [ingenium], the particular m ode o f  life, the particular set 
o f  attitudes that signalise each nation” (T T P , 267). T h e  concept 
w hich  is used here to  differentiate betw een  the individual’s 
singularity and the singularity o f  a historically constituted group  is 
the same as that w hich was earlier used to  express the essence o f  the 
individual’s singularity (ingenium). H ow ever, the fact that w e have 
m oved  from  one perspective to  the o ther m ay help us establish the 
true im portance o f  the difficulties tha t have so far arisen, even i f  it 
cannot resolve them  definitively.

T h e  elaboration o f  a historical discourse is far from  being  a 
neutral process, and a w h o le  section o f  the T T P  (chapters VII to  
X ) is devoted  to  exam ining the conditions in w hich  it may take 
place. A t the centre o f  this discussion is the no tion  o f  narrative. 
H istorical narrative is an essentially social form  o f  w riting. It draws 
o n  the im agination o f  the masses for its m aterial, and its effects tend  
to  b e  ju d g e d  in term s o f  tha t im agination also. T h a t is w h y  a 
science o f  history m ust be a second-order narrative — as Spinoza 
w ould  say, a “ critical history” (TT P, 141, 161; translation m odi­
fied).1 It w ill take as its object b o th  the necessary sequence o f  
events, in so far as it can be reconstructed, and the w ay in  w hich 
historical agents, w ho  are for the m ost part unaw are o f  the causes 
influencing their actions, im agine the “ m eaning” o f  their history. 
B ut such a m ethod  cannot be isolated from  the con tex t o f  its 
application. T h ro u g h o u t the T T P, Spinoza regularly takes on  the 
ro le  o f  historian in  o rder to  analyse the relationship b etw een  the 
w ay in  w h ich  his contem poraries perceive their ow n  history, and 
their suprem e interpretative m odel, the great narrative o f  the 
destiny o f  H um anity , the H o ly  Scriptures. T h a t is w hy  h e  must

1 S h irle y  translates this as “ the historical study o f  S cripture” . -  T r a n s .
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tackle the problem s o f  p rophecy  (chapters I—II), messianism (chap­
ter III) and clericalism (chapters V II, X II). These argum ents, as w e 
shall see, provide him  w ith  com parative elem ents w hich  help him  
to  understand w hat, in the life o f  a people, is substantially repetitive, 
and w hat, on the contrary, is irreversible. I f  all the different aspects 
o f  this inquiry  culm inated in a single, unam biguous explanatory 
schema, then  w e could say that w hat Spinoza has constructed is a 
philosophy o f  history. T h e  situation w e are confronted  w ith , 
how ever, is rather m ore com plex.

T h e  principal constituent o f  Spinoza’s analyses is w hat w e m ight 
call, follow ing A lexandre M atheron , a historical theory  o f  the 
“passions o f  the body  social” . A new  dim ension o f  the political 
problem atic, w hich  had h itherto  rem ained im plicit, n o w  em erges 
forcefully: the movement o f the masses as a determ ining  factor in the 
destiny o f  the State (cf. in particular chapters X V II and X V III).

“ T h e  H eb rew  State . . . m ight have lasted indefinitely” , if  w e 
are to  ju d g e  by  the form al perfection o f  the m echanism s o f  
obedience and social cohesion w ith  w hich  it was endow ed by 
M oses (TT P, 272). B u t the im portan t po in t is that it did no t, nor 
can any o ther State. T h e  dissolution o f  the State m ay n o t occur at 
a date that can be determ ined  in  advance, b u t it is certainly no t 
accidental. E ven w h en  it is the result o f  an “en co u n te r” w ith  a 
m ore pow erful external enem y, the ultim ate explanation always 
lies in the developm ent o f  internal antagonism s that have corrup ted  
institutions and unleashed the passions o f  the masses (multitude>) 
(TT P , 49—51, 252, 275—7). As long as these antagonism s could  still 
be reconciled, the H eb rew  State was able to rise again, even after 
the w orst disasters imaginable. It finally collapsed w h en  antagonism  
degenerated in to  fanaticism. B u t w here did these antagonisms 
spring from? F rom  th e  institutions o f  the State themselves, in  so far 
as the jux taposition  o f  pow ers created incom patible am bitions, 
authorised inequalities o f  right and o f  w ealth , and identified justice 
and civic obedience w ith  a w ay o f  life that refused all change and 
so was unable to  satisfy hum an desire indefinitely. In this respect, 
o u r institutions are always am bivalent: in  certain conditions they 
w ill correct their ow n  internal weaknesses; in others, they will 
collapse, precipitating peoples and States in to  chaos and violence.

This inevitable instability in itself w ould  no t be enough to 
underm ine the existence o f  a State (and thus o f  the nation it
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represents) i f  it w ere no t for the fact that the w hole o f  history is 
conditioned by the fear o f the masses: bo th  the fear they  themselves 
feel and that w hich they inspire in others. A system o f  political 
institutions is, in the first place, a m eans o f  repressing the fear that 
stems from  our awareness o f  chance and o f  violence. B u t it achieves 
this end only by recourse to  fear itself, w hich  is the basis o f  the 
authority  o f  those w ho  govern. T hus fear, instead o f  being 
elim inated, is m erely displaced from  one object o n to  another. 
O n ce  this fear has becom e reciprocal, and those w ho  govern, 
terrorised by the latent p o w er o f  the masses, seek to  terrorise them  
in turn  (or to  m anipulate them  so as to terrorise their rivals), a 
causal chain o f  violent passions (hatred betw een  classes, parties and 
religions) is set in  m otion , w hich  leads inevitably to  civil war. T he 
degeneration o f  political institutions, and the transform ation o f  the 
people in to  a “ferocious m ultitude” , no  longer able to  recognise its 
ow n  true interest, are b u t tw o  sides o f  the same coin. T yranny 
forges the masses into an explosive com bination o f  fear and 
revolutionary illusion. At the same tim e, their essential im potence 
and internal divisions m ake th em  yearn to be saved by  a “m an o f  
p rov idence” . Y et there is every chance that such a m an will turn  
ou t to  be a tyrant, like C rom w ell (TTP, 277—8).

T his does no t m ean that the “ law ” governing history is necess­
arily the w ar o f  each against all, and that only the repressive pow er 
o f  the State prevents that w ar from  breaking ou t at any m om ent. 
T h e  excess o f  antagonistic passion is, essentially, a perversion o f  the 
desire to  m aintain and to  safeguard the existing order. T his desire 
is present even in fear itself, as can be seen by  the fact that every 
fear is always accom panied by a hope (even if  that hope has 
been  diverted tow ards som e purely im aginary object). In  certain 
passages, Spinoza also seems to suggest that the existence o f  civil 
societies provides the conditions for progress in know ledge and in 
lifestyle — from  “ barbarism ” to  civilisation — w ith in  the history o f  
each nation, and even across the history o f  hum anity  as a w hole 
(TT P , 116—17, 272). By reducing general ignorance, this p ro ­
gress w ould  w eaken the grasp o f  fear and superstition, and thus 
calm  the passions o f  the m ultitude. B ut this idea is m erely a 
hypothesis.

T h e  true problem  o f  the T T P  is that o f  the meaning o f Christianity. 
It is obvious that Christianity did n o t “m oralise” history, that is to
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say, that it d id  n o t at all alter the nature o f  th e  forces present in 
history. R a th er, it in troduced  an additional force — itself — into  the 
natural schem e o f  social antagonisms (TT P, chapter X IX ). T he 
birth  o f  C hristianity does n o t correspond to  the honouring  o f  a 
prom ise, n o r to  an in tervention  o f  Providence. Y et it nevertheless 
determ ined, retrospectively, a decisive break in  hum an history. 
W h y  was that?

W h at is enigm atic — b u t n o t “ m ysterious” — about the person o f  
Christ himself, is his extraordinary ability to “ com m une \communi- 
care] w ith  G od , soul to  soul” (TT P, 65; translation m odified). H e is 
able to perceive the com m andm ent to  love o n e ’s neighbour as a 
universal tru th  and to  express it n o t in the language o f  a single 
nation o r  a single individual “ com plex ion” , bu t in  a language m ade 
up  o f  “beliefs and doctrines held in com m on  by all m ank ind” 
(TT P, 107). Y et C hrist’s know ledge is no t, for all that, limidess. 
Faced w ith  the ignorance and resistance o f  the people, he too  
confused th e  language o f  necessity w ith  the language o f  the law 
(TT P, 108). T o  understand all these aspects o f  his teaching, w e 
m ust rem em ber that, like certain prophets w hose teaching prefi­
gured  his (such as Jerem iah), he lived during  a period in  w hich  the 
State was falling apart (TT P, 146—7, 28 3 —8). T h ere  was a total lack 
o f  public security and solidarity. H e  therefore had to draw  on the 
biblical tradition (w hich was intim ately bound  up w ith  the history 
o f  the H ebrew  nation and the ir State) and extract from  it those 
m oral teachings that can be shared by  all hum an beings. These he 
presented as a divine universal law w hich  is addressed to  each o f  us 
individually, “ privately” . H o w ev er profoundly  true this idea o f  
C hrist’s was, it carried w ith  it an abstract, fictional elem ent: that 
religion concerned “m en  as m en ” , n o t only in their likeness to 
each other, b u t abstracted from  any political relationship and living 
as if  “ in the state o f  natu re” . It is this fictional elem ent that allows 
the tru th  to  be perverted. T h e  com m andm ent o f  universal charity 
(every m an is m y neighbour) is transform ed in to  a com m andm ent 
o f  hum ility  (love y o u r enem y, “tu rn  the o ther cheek”). This 
perversion can even take the fo rm  o f  a straightforw ard inversion, 
as it d id  w ith  the first disciples o f  Christ, Paul in particular. T hey  
lived in a period o f  political crisis o f  an even greater scale dian that 
w hich  their m aster had k n o w n  — the crisis o f  the R o m an  Em pire, 
w hich  for them  represented th e  w hole o f  the civilised w orld. T h eir
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response was to  codify this idea o f  a “ law ” that is independen t o f  
the existence o f  any civil society and thus superior to any existing 
law (T T P , 212—13, 2 9 5 -6 ) . T h ey  gave this law  a spiritualist con ten t 
(the condem nation o f  the “flesh”), w hich they legitimated by deifying 
the person o f  Christ. T his led directly to  a th ird  stage, in w hich it 
becam e possible to  use the teaching o f  C hrist against historical 
States by  constructing a “ universal C h u rch ” , w ith  its ow n  apparatus 
o f  cerem ony, dogm a and ministers, and its ow n internal divisions 
(T T P , 118—21, 203). Just as the original e rro r o f  M oses in granting 
the Levites a hereditary m onopoly  o f  the priesthood had w eighed 
heavily on  the history o f  the H eb rew  State, so C hrist’s error w ould  
be paid for in the long term  by a history o f  insoluble conflicts.

Y et despite o r because o f  these contradictions, Christianity 
nevertheless constitutes an irrevocable tu rn ing  po in t in the history 
o f  hum anity, a cultural revolution  w hose effects reverberate still 
now . O n e  essential indication o f  this is the fact that since C hrist 
there have been  no  m ore prophets (TT P, 60, 196—204) — that is to 
say, no  m ore m en o f  exceptional v irtue w hose im aginations are so 
vivid they can represent bo th  natural events and their ow n thoughts 
as “ signs” from  G od, and can convey the proofs o f  their revelations 
to  their fellow citizens, in o rder to reform  behaviour and revive 
faith (T T P , chapters I and II). It is easy to  see w hy this should be 
the case.

Every nation has had its prophets, b u t the vocation o f  the 
prophets o f  Israel was the result o f  a un ique historical configuration. 
M oses had announced the d iv ine law  in the form  o f  a com m and­
m en t accom panied by  “ terrifying” threats and by the prom ise o f  
rew ards, principally the prosperity o f  the nation itself (TTP , 84, 
88—9, 113, 118, etc.). T h e  law was identified exclusively w ith the 
right o f  the H ebrew  nation and  was materially inscribed on tablets 
that w ere kep t in the T em ple. Piety consisted, by definition, in 
rigorously observing the provisions o f  the law. T herefore, these 
provisions had to  be com prehensible and could n o t surrender their 
p ow er to  constrain. T h e  prophets acted as living m ediators. T h ey  
rem inded the people in their o w n  language o f  the existence o f  this 
law. T hey  revived the threats and prom ises it contained through 
their interpretation o f  national history, and thus encouraged the 
H ebrew s to  choose obedience in the ir hearts (animus), particularly 
in times o f  trial w h en  they may have found it hard to  believe in
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Israel’s “ election” . T h e ir function was a necessary one  because o f  
the exteriority o f the law. As a result, the law had to  be constantly 
revived and its m eaning constandy dem onstrated again in new  
situations, once the legislator w h o  had b rough t them  the law was 
no  longer there to bear witness to  his revelation. (In the Ethics, 
Spinoza will elaborate a theory  o f  the superior force o f  present 
impressions over past impressions and o f  the “reinforcem ent” o f  
the latter by th e  form er: I V P 9—13.)

B u t w ith  the preaching  o f  C hrist, this situation is reversed. N o t 
only is the law  now  declared to all nations, n o t to  one  alone, b u t it 
is internalised, and as a result it is always immediately available. C hrist 
d id  no t conceive o f  revelation as the transmission o f  a physically 
audible message b u t as an intellectual illum ination, and he inscribed 
that revelation “ deep in o u r hearts” (T T P , 108; translation m od i­
fied). H enceforth , the believer’s task is no t to  go in search o f  
external evidence for the divine prom ise, w hich  w ou ld  guarantee 
its perm anence, bu t to  discover w ith in  him self the present dispo­
sition o f  w h ich  Christ is the m odel, the inner signs o f  the “ true 
life” (TTP, 218). Salvation will thus appear to  him  as a consequence 
o f  his v irtue (which he may th ink o f  as an act o f  grace). And, as is 
im m ediately show n by  the n ew  style o f  preaching that characterised 
the mission o f  the Apostles (T T P , chapter X I), any questions he 
m ay have about the m eaning o f  this revelation can only be 
answered by reasoned argum ents that are accessible to hum an 
understanding, no t by miracles that w ou ld  contradict it. T hus every 
m an is, in the last instance, his o w n  m ediator, and no m an can 
truly act as a m ediator o f  religion to others. For this reason, “ every 
m an is in duty  bound  to  adapt these [universal] religious dogmas to 
his ow n understanding and to  in terpret them  for him self in 
w hatever way makes h im  feel that he can the m ore readily accept 
them  w ith  full confidence and conv iction” (T T P , 225). W h o ev er 
then  claims o r believes him self to  b e  a p rophet m ust be a “ false 
p ro p h e t” . N o th ing , how ever, makes it unthinkable that there 
should be o ther Christs.

T h e  Legacy o f  T heocracy

T hus, th o u g h  he does no t organise them  in to  a system, Spinoza 
sketches ou t in the T T P  the m ain them es that structure his
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philosophy o f  history. It rem ains then to  be asked, in w hat w ay do 
they m odify o u r understanding o f  the problem  o f  freedom ? D o  
they  provide us w ith  a w ay to  overcom e the difficulties w ith  w hich  
w e w ere previously faced?

Even the best will in the w orld  cannot rem ove th e  feeling o f  an 
underlying contradiction w h en  confronted  w ith  certain passages o f  
Spinoza’s text. For instance, in chapter V II, Spinoza concludes his 
critique o f  the w ay in w h ich  the C hurches and the philosophers 
have appropriated the Scriptures by  explicitly ruling o u t any 
religious “high priesthood” . Since true universal R elig ion

consists in honesty and sincerity o f  heart rather than in outward actions, 
it does not pertain to the sphere o f  public law and authority. . . . 
Therefore, as the sovereign right to free opinion belongs to every man 
even in matters o f  religion, and it is inconceivable that any man can 
surrender this right, there also belongs to every man the sovereign 
right and supreme authority to judge freely with regard to religion, 
and consequently to explain it and interpret it for himself. . . . For 
since the supreme authority for the interpretation o f Scripture is vested 
in each individual, the rule that governs interpretation must be nothing 
other than the natural light that is common to all, and not any 
supernatural Plight, nor any external authority. (TTP,, 159-60)

Y et w hen  w e com e to Spinoza’s dem onstration (in chapter X IX ) 
that R elig ion  only acquires the force o f  law (can only issue 
“ com m andm ents”) th rough the decision o f  the Sovereign, he 
seems to  be arguing for a position that is the reverse o f  the one he 
had previously defended:

since it is the duty of the sovereign alone to decide what is necessary 
for the welfare o f  the entire people and the security o f the state 
[imperium], and to command what it judges to be thus necessary, it 
follows that it is also the duty o f the sovereign alone to decide what 
form piety towards one’s neighbour should take, that is, in what way 
every man is required to obey God. From this we clearly understand 
in what way the sovereign is the interpreter o f  religion; and, further­
more, we see that no one can rightly obey God . . . unless he obeys all 
the decrees o f the sovereign. For since we are bound by G od’s 
command to practise piety towards all men without exception and to 
harm no man, it follows that no one is permitted to assist anyone to 
another’s hurt, far less to the detriment o f the commonwealth
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[respublica] as a whole. So no one can exercise piety towards his 
neighbour . . . nor obey God unless he obeys the decrees o f  the 
sovereign in all things. (TTP, 284)

T h e  sovereign alone is ju d g e  o f  the public good.
Certainly, one m ight argue tha t the first o f  these texts is dealing 

w ith  inward religion, o r  faith, and the second w ith  outward religion, 
o r w orship. B ut this in itself is n o t enough to  rem ove the 
contradiction, since the m ain issue at stake in  b o th  texts is that o f  
deeds (that is to  say, “ w orks” o r “ pious actions tow ards o n e ’s fellow  
m e n ”) and this issue belongs at once to  b o th  dom ains. So w e com e 
back to  the fact that w h en  the State im poses its o w n  law , dictated 
in  th e  best cases by  a concern  for the “ com m on  w elfare” , on  
ou tw ard  religion, it is necessarily interfering w ith  th e  perform ing 
o f  w orks, and thus w ith  faith itself, since “faith w ith o u t w orks is 
dead” (an idea nicely expressed by the notions o f  “justice and 
charity”). T hus the unity that once existed b e tw een  political 
sovereignty and religious com m unity  is not, and never can be, 
com pletely abolished. Indeed, its abolition could  n o t b e  achieved, 
even if  historical Christianity w ere  to  be replaced by  a “ natural 
relig ion” that delivered the same essential teaching, b u t was 
independen t o f  the fact o f  any revelation (T T P , 209—10, 212).

T hus Spinoza’s conception  o f  the relationship betw een  the 
religious and the political is apparently condem ned  to  b e  “ im pure” 
and unstable. W e  m ight express this idea by  saying tha t although in 
theo ry  the perspectives o f  nature and history are identical, there  is in 
fact som e distance b etw een  them . B u t m ight this n o t be precisely 
the strong p o in t o f  Spinoza’s argum ent? For w hat if  the contradic­
tion  was n o t in the first place a feature o f  the texts in  w hich  w e 
have located it, bu t a reality (w hich was itself historical) w hose 
analysis w ould  require the inven tion  o f  new  m ethods and new  
tools? It is this hypothesis I should  n o w  like to verify, by  exam ining 
the articulation o f  the concepts o f  theocracy, m onarchy and 
dem ocracy. In  the T T P , these three concepts take th e  place o f  
o ther, m ore traditional systems for the classification o f  political 
regimes.

Spinoza did n o t inven t the term  theocracy. H e bo rro w ed  it from  
the classical historian Flavius Josephus, w hose w o rk  constitutes the 
principal non-biblical source for the history and institutions o f  the
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Jew ish people. Y et he does seem  to  have been  the first w riter to 
m ake systematic use o f  it, and he was certainly the first to  forge 
from  it a theoretical concept:

[AJfter their departure from Egypt, the Hebrews were no longer bound 
by the laws of any other nation . . . Finding themselves thus placed in 
this state o f  nature, they hearkened to Moses, in whom they placed the 
greatest confidence, and resolved to transfer their right not to any 
mortal man, but to God alone. W ithout much hesitation they all 
promised, equally and with one voice, to obey God absolutely in all 
his commands and to acknowledge no other law but that which he 
should proclaim as such by prophetic revelation. . . .  It was God alone, 
then, who held sovereignty \imperium\ over the Hebrews, and so this 
state alone, by virtue o f  the covenant, was nghdy called the kingdom 
o f God, and God was also called the king o f the Hebrews. Conse­
quently, the enemies o f this state were the enemies o f  God; citizens 
who aimed to seize the sovereignty were guilty o f  treason against God, 
and the laws o f the state were the laws and commands o f God. So in 
this state civil law and religion — which we have shown to consist only 
in obedience to God — were one and the same thing; the tenets of 
religion were not just teachings but laws and commands; piety was 
looked upon as justice, impiety as crime and injustice. He who forsook 
his religion ceased to be a citizen and by that alone became an enemy 
and a foreigner [hostis], and he who died for his religion was regarded 
as having died for his country. In short, there was considered to be no 
difference whatsoever between civil law and religion. Hence this form 
o f government could be called a theocracy. . . . (TTP, 254-5; transla­
tion modified)

T h e  w hole o f  chapter X V II develops this definition to provide 
a com plete schema o f  the institutions o f  the H ebrew  theocratic 
State, up to  the establishm ent o f  the royal house. T h e  schema deals 
n o t only w ith  the State’s theological-political structure, b u t also 
w ith  its “ econom y” and its “ social psychology” . Spinoza concludes 
by deducing  from  it an explanation for the m ajor trends o f  early 
Jew ish history. Thus, on  the one hand, “ theocracy” defines a 
historically un ique regim e, apparently the only one o f  its kind. B ut 
this “singular essence” is also characterised by its long-term  conse­
quences for the history o f  the Jew ish people and, m ore generally, 
by the effects it has dissem inated th roughou t the history o f  
hum anity , th rough  the m ediation  o f  Christianity. In this sense, one 
m ight ho ld  that the legacy o f  theocracy, m etaphorically speaking,
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lies in the impossibility for m o d em  political societies to  be entirely 
contem poraneous w ith  themselves. T hey  contain  a k ind o f  
“ delayed action m echanism ”, an inner displacem ent, w hich  they 
cannot overcom e. A t the same tim e, w e should no te that there are 
several indications in Spinoza’s tex t that he in tended  his analysis o f  
theocracy to have a general significance. It represents a type (it is 
tem pting  to  say an “ ideal ty p e”) o f  social organisation, o f  behaviour 
on  the part o f  the “ m u ltitude” , and o f  the representation o f  pow er, 
w hose equivalents, o r at least approxim ations o f  them , can be 
found in m any o th e r kinds o f  State and in the political tendencies 
they  represent. Perhaps they are to  be found in  any real State. This, 
then , explains the im portance that, in  the T T P , is given to 
elucidating the dialectic that defines theocracy.

In  fact, w hat characterises the theocratic State is a profound 
contradiction. O n  the one hand, the M osaic institutions represent 
the alm ost perfect realisation o f  a political unity. T hey  achieve this 
in the first place th rough a subtle balance o f  pow ers and rights, 
w hich  in practice produce a State that is already “self-lim iting” . 
(See, for exam ple, the ir m ethods for appointing  judges and m ilitary 
leaders, or for sharing religious authority  b etw een  priests and 
prophets, o r the rules w hich  m ake rights o f  ow nership  in land 
inalienable.) A bove all, though , they achieve this th rough  the 
central principle o f  the State itself, w h ich  is the identity o f civil and 
religious law. It is this identity  w hich  leads to  the integral ritualisation 
o f  life, by w h ich  the individual is denied  all possibility o f  d o u b t or 
deviation from  his duty , and to the com plete identification o f  
individual and collective salvation. T h e  election o f  the w hole 
people o f  Israel conditions the love its citizens feel for one another. 
T hat is w hy  the theory o f  theocracy is also a theory  o f  nationalism  
as the m ost pow erful affective resource o f  patriotism  (T T P y 264—5).

It is true that all these features depend  upon  a certain  “barbarism ” 
o r prim itivism  in H ebrew  culture — Spinoza speaks o f  their 
“ childishness” (T T P , 890).1 T his leads us to  the o th e r aspect o f  
their extraordinary solidarity: the political culture o f  ritual obedi­
ence as a culture o f  superstition. Sovereignty can only be identified 
w ith  divine authority  by presupposing o r im posing the perception 
that the w hole o f  nature (and w ith  it the realm o f  “ chance”) is a

1 Shirley  translates th is as “ im m a tu rity ” . -  T r a n s .
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goal-directed o rder created as such by G od. T h e  result is a culture 
o f  fear in its m ost uncontrollable form : fear o f  G od , accom panied 
by an obsessive fear o f  im piety, from  w hich  flows a continual 
sadness. T heocracy is essentially sad. Solidarity, because it rests 
u p o n  the identification o f  individuals, turns into its opposite — a 
m enacing loneliness. Each m an, fearing G o d ’s ju d g em en t at every 
m om ent, projects this anxiety o n to  th e  o ther, w hose behaviour he 
observes, suspecting that it may bring  dow n  the w rath  o f  G od 
u p o n  the com m unity . T hus he com es to  consider every “neigh­
b o u r” a potential “ enem y w ith in ” . It th en  only rem ains for 
“theological hatred” to penetrate and pervade every conflict o f  
opinion and am bition  for those conflicts to  becom e irrem ediable.

This contradiction can be explained if  w e see that theocracy, 
beh ind  the apparent un ity  o f  its principles, in  fact contains the 
seeds o f  tw o antithetical political tendencies. Spinoza had w arned 
us from  the start: “all this [the transfer o f  sovereign p ow er to  G od 
alone] was a m atter o f  opin ion  rather than  fact” (T T P , 255; 
translation m odified). T his does no t m ean it was a pure fiction 
w ithou t any practical consequences. R a th er, it means that in 
theocracy fiction itself determ ines praxis and acts as an im m anent 
cause w ith in  reality. Its effects are therefore necessarily ambivalent. 
Thus, on  the one hand, theocracy is equivalent to democracy: in 
handing over all p ow er to  G od, the H ebrew s w ere keeping  it away 
from  any particular m an o r m en. T hey  w ere all equally involved in 
their “ alliance” w ith  G od, and despite their barbarism  constituted 
them selves as citizens, fundam entally equal before the law and in 
regard o f  public office, patriotic duty and property  rights. T he 
T em ple, “G o d ’s dw elling place”, was their com m on house; it 
belonged to  the w hole people and symbolised their collective 
authority  (T T P , 257). This imaginary m ethod  o f  establishing 
dem ocracy is, perhaps, the only w ay in w hich  it can begin  to  exist. 
B ut it supposes a figuration. It dramatises the displacem ent o f  
collective sovereignty o n to  “ ano th er” stage. T h e  place o f God (vicem 
Dei) (TTP, 256; translation m odified) m ust b o th  be given a material 
form  and left vacant i f  it is to  house an authority  that can transform  
the rules o f  social life in to  a set o f  sacred obligations. C an such a 
place be occupied by  “n o  o n e” ?

T o  begin w ith , it was occupied  by  Moses, as prophet-legislator 
speaking in the nam e o f  G od , to  w h o m  the people voluntarily
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handed over all their pow ers. Later on , it rem ained “ em pty” b u t 
did n o t cease to  exist: the various individuals w ho  held  civil and 
priestly office w ould  turn  to  it in o rder to  determ ine the grounds 
o f  their agreem ent and to confirm  (or contest) their legitim acy 
before each other. Eventually, it will have to  be occupied once 
m ore -  at the request o f  the people them selves — by an individual 
w h o  will be “ the L ord ’s ano in ted” , that is, an individual who is at 
once both real and symbolic. As a result, every historical m onarchy 
contains an elem ent o f  theocratic origin, w h ich  w hen  translated 
yields the n o tio n  o f  the “ divine righ t” o f  kings. T h e  m onarch, as 
an individual, possesses only an insignificant am oun t o f  p o w er in 
com parison w ith  the masses, and thus one  m onarch  can easily be 
replaced by another. M oreover, since m onarchs are m ortal they are 
unable to  guarantee the succession o f  the ir ow n  line. T h a t is w hy 
they profit from  a revival o f  the m em ory  o f  divine sovereignty, 
w hy they m ust dem and an even m ore absolute obedience from  
their subjects, m ust tu rn  the love and fear that they inspire in to  the 
love and fear o f  G od, m ust appear before m en as his representatives 
o n  earth, and m ust prevent any  attem pt to  underm ine superstition. 
B ut no th ing  can p reven t rival representatives o f  G od  — usurpers, 
conquerors, h igh priests, prophets and reform ers -  from  em erging 
in response to  popular aspirations and rebellions.

Let us re tu rn , then , to  dem ocracy in the p roper sense o f  the 
w ord . Is it true that, once individuals prove to  be capable o f  
exercising their collective sovereignty directly, w ith o u t recourse to  
the fiction o f  an alliance w ith  G o d  (that is, w ith o u t the imaginary 
displacem ent o f  that sovereignty) b u t th rough  an explicit “ social 
covenant” , then  the problem  will have been  com pletely resolved? 
E ven w ith o u t taking in to  account the superstition o f  the masses, 
this is manifesdy n o t the case. T h e  dem ocratic State, constituted 
by the jo in t principles o f  the reciprocity  o f  duties and the equality 
o f  rights, is governed by  the will o f  the m ajority, w hich  is the 
“ sum ” o f  all individual opinions. For this w ill to  be im posed 
effectively, it is no t enough  for the sovereign to  have the absolute 
righ t to  com m and  those actions that are in the public interest and 
the m eans to  m ake sure his com m ands are carried ou t. T h ere  must 
also be a consensus tha t love o f  one 's neighbour should ou tw eigh  
personal am bition, that is, that one  should “ love o n e’s neighbour 
as oneself” . T his is all the m ore necessary w here  freedom  o f
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opin ion  and expression are fully recognised as b o th  the foundation 
and the purpose o f  the State. But, as w e have seen, it w ould  be 
bo th  self-contradictory and ineffective to try and im pose such a 
consensus by the authority  o f  the State alone, depending as it does 
entirely  on  the “ com plex ion '’ (ingenium) and the “heart” (animus) 
o f  each man. It can only be brought about indirectly. T his is w hat will 
happen  (or w ou ld  happen) if, on  the one  hand, the State takes 
responsibility for the form al contro l o f  all religious rituals (and even 
undertakes to  repress any excesses) and, on  the o ther, individuals 
adopt the “ dogm as” o f  “universal faith” (described by Spinoza in 
chapter X IV  o f  the TTP) as the regulating principle o f  their beliefs 
and  behaviour tow ards one  another. In o ther w ords, they m ust 
subscribe to  a “ true R e lig io n ” in w hich  Christianity tends to  be 
identified w ith  its essential m oral teaching. T h en  G od  will be 
represented nowhere b u t he w ill be everywhere, “ in the heart” o f  each 
individual, w here he is practically indistinguishable from  the effort 
to  live a virtuous life.

T hus the tw o  them es o f  the T T P  — “ true R e lig ion” and the 
“ natural right o f  the sovereign” — together w ith  their correlatives — 
freedom  o f  religious conscience and freedom  o f  public op in ion  — 
are no t one and the same. B ut together they form  a necessary 
system. Each o f  them  limits the o ther and protects it from  the 
possibility o f  perversion. Each o f  them  is the condition  o f  the 
o th e r’s efficacy. Y et there is still a gap betw een  the social 
“ covenan t” and the inner “ divine law ”, even though  the individual 
as believer is identical w ith  the individual as citizen. In this space 
that separates them , there is no  room  to  im agine a transcendent 
G od. B ut there m ust be room  for philosophy — o r at least, for a 
philosophy. T h ere  m ust also be room  for the desire o f  the 
m ultitude to  live in a state o f  civil peace. B ut h o w  can w e be 
certain that tw o  such different aspirations will prove com patible?
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T h e  T r a c t a t u s  P o l i t i c u s : 

A  S c i e n c e  o f  t h e  S t a t e

Spinoza began w ork  on  the Tractatus Politicus (TP), w h ich  was left 
unfinished at his death, only a few years after he had com pleted 
the 'Tractatus Theologico-Politicus ('T IP ). Y et the tw o  books seem  to 
belong to tw o  entirely different worlds. T h e  T T P  had used long 
exegetical argum ents and various strategies o f  persuasion to  help its 
readers com e to  understand the causes o f  the crisis that loom ed  
ahead o f  them  and the m eans by w hich  it m ight be averted. T h e  
T P  has n one o f  these. In their place is an exposition w hose 
synthetic concision anticipates the “ geom etrical” approach o f  the 
Ethics, as it explicitly sets o u t to  establish its argum ent according to 
rational principles. T h e  result is a text that bears all the marks o f  
scientific m ethod.

It is n o t only the style that has changed. B oth the logic o f  the 
theory  that Spinoza advances and  its political implications are 
significantly different from  those o f  the earlier w ork . For the 
reader, these changes can be difficult to accept. T h ere  is, o f  course, 
a certain continuity , above all in the “ defin ition” o f  natural right 
in terms o f  p o w er (a theory to  w hich  Spinoza, as w e shall see, now  
attributes a radical m eaning.) T h e  thesis p u t forw ard in the T T P , 
that freedom  o f  though t lies beyond  the reach o f  coercion  and 
therefore falls outside the pow er o f  the sovereign, is restated here 
(TP, III, 8), though  this freedom  is no  longer inseparably associated 
w ith  the freedom  to  express o n e’s opinions, or at least n o t explicitly 
so. H ow ever, w hat is m ost striking are the points n o t o f  continuity  
b u t o f  contrast. Spinoza no  longer refers to  the “ social covenant” 
as a constitutive m om ent in  the construction o f  civil society. 
M oreover, there is no  m en tion  o f  the thesis tha t “ the purpose o f  
the State is freedom ” , w h ich  was so forcefully present in  the TTP,
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w here it effectively functioned as the b o o k ’s rallying cry. Instead, 
w e have the follow ing proposition: “ the purpose o f  political o rder 
. . . is sim ply peace and security o f  life” (TP, V, 2). Finally, despite 
several references to  the analysis o f  religion presented in the T T P , 
the role o f  religion in politics is n o w  clearly subordinate, i f  no t 
marginal, and Spinoza’s concept o f  the religious itself seems to  have 
changed profoundly. T here  is only one allusion to  “ theocracy” , 
w hich  henceforth designates no th ing  m ore than  one particular way 
o f  choosing a m onarch  (TP, V II, 25). N o r  does the no tion  o f  “ true 
R e lig io n ” figure in the TP. Instead, w h en  discussing the aristoc­
racy, Spinoza introduces the idea o f  a “religion o f  the hom eland” 
(TP, V III, 4 6 ),1 w h ich  seems to  refer back to  the traditions o f  the 
cities o f  antiquity.

All these changes lead to  a very different relationship betw een  
philosophy and history from  that w hich  obtained in the earlier 
book. Indeed, no t even Spinoza’s concept o f  history itself has 
survived intact. H istory is n o w  subordinate to  theory , for w h ich  it 
provides bo th  a field o f  investigation and a source o f  illustrations. 
It is no  longer the directional fram ew ork w hose irreversible 
“m om ents” inscribe the constraints w ithin  w hich  politics has to 
operate. C onsequendy, the Bible forfeits its form er central role. 
“Sacred” history, even w h en  rew ritten  from  a critical perspective, 
can no  longer claim  to be a privileged source o f  political w isdom . 
Changes such as these cannot be reduced  to the displacem ent o f  
certain isolated concepts. B ehind them  lies an attem pt to  com e to  
term s w ith  a w ho le  n ew  o rder o f  philosophical problem s.

After 1672: A N e w  O rd e r  o f  Problem s

W hy has Spinoza’s th o u g h t changed in this way? D oubdess, in part, 
because the T P  is a w o rk  o f  a quite  different genre. T h e  T T P  was 
a m ilitant in tervention  in a contem porary  polem ic. It therefore had 
to  take in to  account the questions posed and the language used by 
the parties w ith  w h o m  Spinoza was arguing. T h e  TP, on the o ther 
hand, is presented as a w o rk  o f  theory, an inquiry  in to  the 
“foundations o f  politics” , unrestricted by  any particular event or 
circumstances. These foundations w ere m entioned  in  the T TP ,

5 W e m h a m  translates th is as “ state re lig io n ” . — T ra n s .
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w here it was stated that their full investigation w ould  have to  w ait 
till later. In the TP, Spinoza certainly continues to  claim that 
theory  and practice (praxis) are inseparable, b u t he im m ediately 
adds — a th o u g h t lifted straight from A ristotle’s Politics — that “ every 
form  o f  com m onw ealth  [civitas] w h ich  can be devised to secure 
hum an concord , and all the m eans required to guide a people, or 
to keep it w ith in  definite bounds, have already been revealed by 
experience [experiential (TP, I, 3).

This argum ent, how ever, is too  narrow ly formal to b e  satisfac­
tory. In m y op in ion , it serves to  mask another, m ore decisive 
cause: the coincidence betw een  the internal difficulties o f the T T P  (as 
sketched above) and a historical extent w h ich  had occurred  in the 
in terim , nam ely the O rangist “ revo lu tion” . In 1672, the R eg en ts’ 
party had been  defeated, and mass violence had briefly erupted  in 
the political life o f  the U n ited  Provinces. T hat Spinoza had these 
events in m ind  w hile w riting  the T P  is apparent from  the passages 
in w hich  he discusses the causes that can bring  abou t the dissolution 
o f  an aristocratic regim e, a category he n o w  took  to include the 
D utch  R epub lic  (TP, IX , 14; X I, 2). T his historical con tex t also 
inform s the search for a means by  w h ich  to  “ keep the m ultitude 
w ithin  b o unds” , a search that rapidly takes on  the character o f  a 
veritable obsession (7 ’P, I, 3; VII, 25; V III, 4 -5 ;  IX , 14).

Is it possible to  reconstruct the w ay in w h ich  Spinoza perceived 
these events from  the co n ten t o f  his political theory? His first 
reaction to the m urder o f  his friends and the fall o f  the regim e that 
had previously seem ed to  h im  the best possible regim e was one o f  
g rief and indignation. B ut once the m om en t o f  crisis began to 
recede, it was no  longer clear that the “revo lu tion” o f  1672 did in 
fact bear o u t all the fears Spinoza had shared w ith  o th e r opponents 
o f  m onarchism . O r  i f  it did so, it was no t in the form  they  had 
been  expecting. T o  begin w ith , the prince o f  O range proved 
him self capable o f  defending the nation successfully against the 
French invasion. In addition, the personal p o w er he arrogated to 
him self was n o t institutionalised as a hereditary m onarchy. T he 
R e g en t class was forced to  subm it to  the “ dictatorship” o f  the 
m ilitary leader, b u t was n o t entirely deprived o f  pow er; rather, a 
com prom ise was reached. Lasdy, it is true that the new  regim e did 
go  som e way tow ards satisfying certain o f  the Calvinists’ dem ands 
in the m atter o f  censorship. (It was in 1674 that the States officially
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banned the T T P , along w ith  a w ork by Spinoza’s friend, the 
Cartesian philosopher Louis M eyer, on  the in terpretation o f  
Scripture, H obbes’s Leviathan and an anthology o f  the key texts o f  
the Socinian “heresy” . T his selection seems to  have covered the 
com plete range o f  material that the o rthodox  pastors deem ed to  be 
dangerous to  the faith. It was follow ing this decree that Spinoza 
decided n o t to  publish the Ethics.) But the resulting acts o f  
censorship never am ounted  to the total subjugation o f  the State to 
the religious authorities. Instead, the im m ediate result o f  the steps 
w hich  w ere taken was the disintegration o f  the deeply heteroge­
neous an ti-R epublican  “ fron t” . T h e  “ theocratic” party saw its 
hopes frustrated. T h e  governing classes first split, then  regrouped 
around  a n ew  balance o f  pow er, w hich looked likely to  prove as 
unstable as its predecessor.

In these circumstances, the question, w here can true freedom  be 
found? rem ained open. Indeed, it is a question that has to  be asked 
anew  for every historical regim e -  n o t as an unconditional question, 
bu t as a practical problem  posed by  the effects o f  that regim e’s 
m ode  o f  operation (TP, V II, 2; VII, 15 -17 ; VII, 31; VIII, 44; X , 
8, etc.). N o t all regimes are the same in this respect, b u t no regim e 
is formally incom patible w ith  the affirm ation o f  individuality, w ith 
w hat the T P  calls a “ tru ly  hum an existence” (TP, V, 5). For each 
n ew  regim e, then , w e have to  determ ine the conditions o f  this 
com patibility. W h at is less clear, how ever, is h o w  w e should 
understand the notion  o f  absolutism in this context.

Absolutism  had long been  an im portan t subject o f  contem porary  
debate. A t that period, in H olland as in France and England, the 
theoreticians o f  d iv ine-righ t absolutism  (such as Bossuet, w ho  had 
studied the argum ents o f  the T T P  closely) w ere opposed by the 
partisans o f  a very different conception  o f  absolute pow er. This 
alternative theory  was inspired by  the w o rk  o f  M achiavelli, w ho  
had already provided the “libertine” thinkers w ith th e  doctrine o f  
the raison d ’Etat. It is no t by chance that the very first paragraph o f 
the T P  describes an antithesis betw een tw o  types o f  political 
thought. O n e  o f  these is denounced  by Spinoza as “u top ian” (after 
the title o f  T hom as M o re’s celebrated book). T his is the politics o f  
the Platonic philosophers, w ho  seek to derive the ideal constitution 
o f  the C ity  from  the Idea o f  the G ood  and from  the hypothesis o f  
a rational hum an nature, and w h o  attribute the faults to  be found
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in real constitutions to  inheren t “vices” o r perversions. T h e  o ther 
type o f  political though t is realistic (and, potentially at least, 
scientific). It is that o f  the “ practitioners” and the “ politicians” , o f  
w hom  M achiavelli is the archetype. Spinoza adm its that M achia- 
velli’s aims are far from  clear b u t nevertheless defends him  against 
his detractors and discusses his positions ( TP , V, 7; cf. X , 1). H e 
takes from  him  the idea that the value o f  institutions has no th ing  
to  do w ith either the v irtue o r  the piety o f  individuals, bu t must 
be independen t o f  all such conditions. T his leads him  to  the 
follow ing fundamental rule, w hich  is stated several times in the 
course o f  th e  TP :

when the safety of a state [imperium] depends on any man’s good faith 
[fides], and its affairs cannot be administered properly unless its rulers 
choose to act from good faith, it will be very unstable; if a state is to be 
capable o f  lasting, its administration [res publicae] must be so organised 
that it does not matter whether its rulers are led by reason or passion — 
they cannot be induced to break faith or act badly. In fact it makes no 
difference to the stability o f a state what motive leads men to conduct 
its affairs properly, provided that they are conducted properly. For 
freedom or strength o f heart is a private virtue; the virtue of a state is 
stability. (TP, I, 6; translation modified)

[I)f human nature were such that men desired most what was most 
useful to them, there would be no need o f artifice to promote loyalty 
and concord. But since, it is well known, human nature is very 
different, it is necessary to organise the state [imperium] so that all its 
members, rulers as well as ruled, do what the common welfare requires 
whether they wish to or not; that is to say, live in accordance with the 
precept o f  reason, either spontaneously or through force or necessity. 
But this only happens when the administration is arranged so that 
nothing which concerns the common welfare is wholly entrusted to 
the good faith of any man (TP, VI, 3).

Should w e deduce from  statem ents such as these that Spinoza 
has adopted the anthropological pessimism to  w hich  M achiavelli’s 
th o u g h t has traditionally been reduced (“ M en are evil” : The Prince, 
chapter 18)? W e will return  to  this question later. T he m ost urgent 
com parison, how ever, is that w ith  H obbes, whose tw o  m ajor 
w orks, the De Cive (1642) and the Leviathan (1651), had quickly 
gained a reputation  in D utch  intellectual circles, w here they w ere 
m uch  discussed.



For H obbes, th e  notions o f  “ righ t” and “ law ” are in themselves 
antithetical, “like freedom  and obligation” . M an’s natural right, 
that is, his originary individual freedom , is as such unlim ited. But 
it is also self-destructive, for every right infringes all o ther rights, 
leading to  a “w ar o f  each against all” . As a result, the individual’s 
very life is threatened. T here  is therefore an untenable contradic­
tion , since the prim ary objective o f  the individual is his ow n 
survival. It is necessary th en  to go  beyond  this state o f  affairs. In 
o rder to establish a form  o f  security, natural right m ust be replaced 
by  civil right, that is, by a jurid ical o rder. Such an o rder can only 
be im posed by  a higher force w hose authority  is absolutely beyond 
question. T h e  state o f  nature (that is, o f  independen t individuals) is 
thus replaced by  an “artificial” individual, the “body  politic” , in 
w hich  the will o f  the m any is entirely represented by that o f  the 
sovereign (the law). By m eans o f  the “social contract” , the indivi­
duals are held to have them selves instituted this representation. As 
a result, the body  politic appears to  be indivisible (for as long as it 
endures), ju st as the w ill o f  the sovereign is indivisible. H obbes 
establishes (or re-establishes) the equivalence o f  p o w er and right, bu t 
this equivalence holds only for the sovereign himself to  the exclusion 
o f  all private citizens, w h o  are granted only  areas o f  conditional 
freedom , o f  greater or lesser ex ten t according to th e  requirem ents 
o f  the circumstances. It is true that these conditional freedom s 
always include the right to  private p roperty , w hich  is guaranteed by 
the State as the m ajor concession it m akes in  re tu rn  for the pow er 
vested in it. H obbes’s absolutism, as this schem atic overview  shows, 
is founded on  w hat has b een  called a “ possessive individualism ” .2

In the 1660s, the theoreticians o f  the D utch  R epublican  party 
(am ong them  Lam bert de V elthuysen, one o f  Spinoza’s correspon­
dents: see Utters X L II-X L III and LX IX ) had used H obbes’s 
theory to  com bat bo th  the idea o f  “ divine righ t” and that o f  a 
balance o f  pow ers betw een  the State and the body  o f  m unicipal 
and provincial magistrates. T his tactic was som ew hat paradoxical, 
juridical absolutism being  inseparable in H obbes’s though t from  his 
support for m onarchism . O n ly  the singularity o f  the person o f  the 
sovereign can guarantee the un ity  o f  his will and thus the

T H E  T R A C T A T U S  P O L I T I C U S ' .  A S C I E N C E  O F  T H E  S T A T E  55

? T h e  classic exposition is that o f  C .  13. M acp he rson , The  Political Economy of Possessive 
Individualism: Hobbes and Locke (O x fo rd : C la re n d o n  Press, 1962). -  Ed.



56 S P I N O Z A  A N D  P O L I T I C S

indivisibility o f  the body  politic that will preserve it from  disinte­
grating in to  factions.

Spinoza, as w e shall see, shares the R epublicans' desire for a 
“ strong State” and their dem and that its form  be indivisible. H e 
accepts the principle advanced by H obbes that the State is in 
harm ony w ith its ow n  purpose w hen , by concentrating  all its 
pow er, it is thus able to ensure b o th  its ow n security and that o f  
the individual citizen. B ut he explicitly rejects the distinction 
betw een  “natural rig h t” and “ civil rig h t” (cf. The Letters, L, to 
Jelles, and no te  XXXI11 to  the TTP ), along w ith  the concepts o f  
the “ social con tract” and “ representation” . M oreover, no t only 
does he believe that dem ocracy too  can be “ absolute” , b u t he 
proposes — in  opposition to  all o f  his contem poraries — that the 
“absolutely absolute” State (omnino absolutum) w ould , given certain 
conditions, be a dem ocracy (TP, V III, 3; V III, 7; X I, 1). But, at 
the same tim e, this reasoning leads him  to  the question o f  w hy  the 
“free R ep u b lic” o f  the grands bourgeois o f  A m sterdam  and T he 
H ague was not absolute in this sense, and doubtless never could 
have been. T his in tu rn  leads him  to  a question that neither H obbes 
n o r M achiavelli ever asked themselves, and w hich  the T T P  had 
only treated from  one angle: that o f  the basis o f  State p ow er in  the 
people, tha t is, in m ovem ents originating from w ith in  the “m ulti­
tu d e” itself. T his was an entirely new  question for the period, at 
least as an object o f  theoretical analysis. O n e  m ight even  say that 
this question forced Spinoza to prove h im self m ore o f  a “politician” 
than the “politicians” themselves.

T h e  Plan o f  the Tractatus Politicus

In  the first section (chapters I-V ), Spinoza describes the m ethods o f  
political science, defines its fundam ental notions (right, State, 
sovereignty, civil freedom ) and poses the general problem, that o f  the 
“preservation” o f  political regimes. In the second section (from 
chapter VI onw ards), he exam ines the ways in w h ich  this problem  
can be resolved for each o f  the three types o f  regim e: monarchy, 
aristocracy and democracy.

Since the w ork  was no t com pleted, the argum ent is left hanging 
just at the crucial m om ent. In certain conditions, bo th  m onarchy 
and aristocracy may be “ absolute” . B ut w hat o f  dem ocracy? This



gap in his theory  was apparently accidental, bu t it still continues to 
disturb Spinoza’s com m entators, w ho  are often tem pted  to  use 
their im aginations to  try and supply the missing steps. B ut is this 
possible? O u r  answ er to  this question w ill depend  o n  how  w e 
understand the o rder in w hich the argum ent is presented, for this 
o rder is open to  several different interpretations.

I f  w e consider the notions w ith  w hich  Spinoza begins as “ first 
tru ths” (or even “ first causes”), then  all that remains to  be done is 
to  w ork  ou t the detail o f  their application. In that case, Spinoza’s 
failure to  com plete his w ork  w ould  be relatively un im portant, 
since all the essential inform ation is already there. W ith  the help o f  
certain proleptic passages, it will then  be possible to  reconstruct the 
theory  o f  the dem ocratic regim e, w hich  from  the outset has been 
presented to  us as “ the best” o f  the three types o f  governm ent.

Perhaps it was Spinoza’s in ten tion  to proceed  in this m anner, 
that is, deductively. H ow ever, w h en  one tries to  com e to  term s 
w ith  the tex t o f  the TP, it rapidly becom es apparent tha t this is no t 
quite how  it w orked  in practice. T h e  TP, like the TTP, is a quest, 
w hose successful ou tcom e cannot be guaranteed a priori. D oubdess 
the author has to  have a few  general notions that can be taken as 
given at the start. But, for Spinoza, general notions are no t the 
same as effective know ledge, w hich  can only be a know ledge o f  
singular realities. W e  can push this argum ent to  its limit: only a 
historical State is a singular reality, and the categorisation o f  regimes 
in to  types is m erely a theoretical tool for analysing this singularity. 
O u r  principle o f  in terpretation , then , m ust be reversed: general 
notions do not resolve anything, they simply serve to pose a problem. T o  
define right as “ p o w er” is im m ediately to  discover all the difficult­
ies and contradictions that lie concealed w ithin  the fundam ental 
question o f  the preservation o f  th e  State. By exam ining how  this 
question arises in relation to  different regimes, one can gradually 
determ ine the conditions o f  its solution. W h en ce  another question 
w hich  w e should bear in m ind: in the passage from  m onarchy to 
aristocracy, and thence to a hypothetical dem ocracy, are w e 
m oving  any nearer to  that solution? T here  is one obvious thread 
w hich  runs th rough  the stages o f  this process: the less sovereignty 
is physically identified w ith one fraction o f  society (in the lim iting 
case, w ith  one individual), the m ore it w ill tend to  coincide w ith  
the people as a w ho le , and the stronger and m ore stable it w ill be.
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B ut at the same tim e, the m ore difficult it w ill be to im agine its 
un ity  (its unanimity) and its indivisibility (its capacity for decision), 
and the m ore com plicated it will be to  organise them  in practice 
(cf. TP, VI, 4).

B ut there is another, less direct, logic that can also be seen at 
w ork  in the text. T h e  traditional classification o f  “ regim es’* into 
different “ types*’ may simply serve to allow  Spinoza to  isolate 
different aspects o f  the problem  o f  absolute sovereignty and to 
w ork  out their implications. In that case, w e w ould  be dealing 
w ith a dynam ic set o f  “m odels” , situated som ew here betw een  an 
abstract idea o f  the State and the com plexity o f  real politics. Each 
m odel w ould  then constitute a further step tow ards a global realism, 
b u t their sequence w ou ld  n o t in any way form  a straightforward 
progression. T hus the analysis o f  m onarchy, w h ich  forces Spinoza 
to  confront the problem s posed by  the inheritance o f  the royal 
function and the privileges o f  the nobility, focuses on  the latent 
contradiction betw een  tw o types o f  social solidarity: that based on  
kinship and that based on right (or on  citizenship). T h e  first form 
o f  aristocracy (considered in chapter VIII) foregrounds the question 
o f  the struggle or inequality o f  class betw een  patricians and 
plebeians. By going on to in troduce a second form  o f  “ federal” 
aristocracy in chapter IX , created by the alliance o f  several relatively 
autonom ous municipalities, Spinoza is able to “overdeterm ine” the 
problem  o f  class by in troducing  another contradiction: that 
betw een  centralisation and provincialism . In  this w ay, he poses the 
question o f  the relationship betw een  the unity o f  p ow er and the 
unity o f  national territory and population. W hat further problem  
w ou ld  then  be raised by the analysis o f  dem ocracy? W e can propose 
as a hypothesis that it w ould  force us to  exam ine, in its m ost 
general terms, the question o f  the passions o f  th e  m ultitude. These 
passions are an obstacle to rational decision m aking in the operation 
o f  any kind o f  assembly, since “ each m an strives to  m ake the others 
live in conform ity w ith  his o w n  nature [ingenium], approve w hat 
he approves, and reject w hat he rejects” (TP , I, 5). T his is w hat 
the Ethics defines as ambition. T hus behind  the question w hich  
arises for any regim e — is the m ultitude governable? — lies another, 
w hich  conditions to  varying degrees this first question: to  w hat 
ex ten t is the m ultitude capable o f  governing  its o w n  passions?
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R ig h t and P o w er

In the TTP, Spinoza had defined the no tion  o f  “righ t” in the form  
o f  a thesis — “the right o f  the individual is co-extensive w ith  its 
determ inate p o w er” (TTP, 237). In  the TP, he goes on  to  develop 
all the consequences o f  this defin ition and, in  the process, to 
dem onstrate his originality as a theorist. T aken  literally, this thesis 
means that the n o tio n  o f  “ righ t” has no  priority, for that priority 
belongs to  the no tion  o f  “ p o w er” . O n e  m igh t say that the w ord  
right (Jus) is used to express the originary reality o f  p o w er (potentia) 
in  the language o f  politics. B ut by do ing  so w e have no t in troduced 
a separation b etw een  righ t and pow er, since the w o rd  originary does 
n o t im ply proceeding from  o r  grounded in (w hich is w hy, in particular, 
any in terpretation o f  Spinoza’s definition as a variant on  the idea o f  
“ m ight is righ t” is clearly mistaken). Spinoza’s purpose here is no t 
to  justify  the n o tio n  o f  right, bu t to  form  an adequate idea o f  its 
determ inations, o f  the w ay in w h ich  it w orks. In  this sense, his 
form ula can be glossed as m eaning that the individual's right includes 
all that he is effectively able to do and to think in a given set o f conditions:

N ow  from the fact that the power o f things in nature to exist and act 
is really the power o f  God, we can easily see what the right o f nature 
is. For since God has the right to do everything, and G od’s right is 
simply God’s power conceived as completely free, it follows that each 
thing in nature has as much right from nature as it has power to exist 
and act; since the power by which it exists and acts is nothing but the 
completely free power of God.

By the right o f nature, then, I mean the actual laws or rules o f  nature 
in accordance with which all things come to be; that is, the actual 
power o f nature. Thus the natural right o f nature as a whole, and 
consequently the natural nght o f each individual, extends as far as its 
power. Hence everything a man does in accordance with the laws of 
his nature, he does by the sovereign right o f nature, and he has as 
much right against other things in nature as he has power and strength. 
(TP, II, 3 -4 )

W e should understand by  this that the right o f  each m an is 
always one part o f  the p o w er o f  nature as a w hole: as such, it enables 
h im  to  act on  all the o ther parts. C onsequendy, right is m easured 
by  the same scale as individuality; for nature is n o t an undifferen­
tiated w hole. O n  the contrary, it is a com plex  m ade up o f  distinct



60 S P I N O Z A  A N D  P O L I T I C S

individuals w h o  themselves are each m ore o r less autonom ous, and 
m ore o r less com plex. W e  should understand too  that the no tion  
o f  right corresponds only to  an actual reality, and therefore to  an 
activity. T hus a form ula such as “ m en are b o m  and rem ain free and 
equal in the ir rights” w ould  have no  sense from  this perspective. 
T h e  fact is that, in practice, m en  are o f  unequal strength, unless 
som e balance o f  p o w er (that is, som e k ind  o f  State) is instituted in 
o rder to  equalise relations betw een  them . As for b irth , it certainly 
does no t m ark the m o m en t at w hich  the individual is first able to 
affirm his right. O n  the contrary, it is the m om en t at w hich  the 
individual is, in himself, m ost powerless. It is th rough  the p ro tec­
tion  o f  others that he is first able to  acquire his right. In general, 
the idea o f  a “ theoretical” right, w hich  is conceived as a capacity to 
act and w hich  may either be recognised and exercised or no t, is an 
absurdity o r a m ystification. It is an inadequate w ay o f  indicating 
either o n e’s hope o f  increasing o n e ’s pow er, o r o n e ’s regret for a 
form er p o w er tha t has since been supplanted by  the p o w er o f  
another.

In this way, two o f the classic conceptions o f right are eliminated:

•  on  the one hand, that w hich  relates individual and collective 
rights to  the prio r existence o f  a given judicial order (a system o f  
institutions o r a recognised authority  such as, for instance, divine 
justice), that is to  say, an “ objective” conception  in w hich a 
right authorises certain actions, certain acts o f  possession, and 
forbids others;

•  o n  the o ther, that w h ich  construes a right as being  the manifes­
tation o f  the free will o f  the hum an individual as opposed to  
“ things” (or everything tha t m ay be classified as a “ th ing”), that 
is to  say, a “subjective” conception , in w hich  right is the 
expression o f  a universal hum an characteristic, w h ich  contains a 
demand for recognition. As w e shall see, Spinoza explicidy 
criticises this po in t o f  view  (TP, II, 7).

T h e  first consequence o f  this double exclusion is that the no tion  
o f  righ t is not defined, at the outset, in relation to  the no tion  o f  
duty. Like the p o w er it expresses, a righ t does n o t initially have an 
“opposite” o r a “ corresponding elem ent” . B u t it does necessarily 
have certain de facto limits, for an unlim ited right w ou ld  be the 
expression o f  an unlim ited p o w er — a no tion  tha t can only m ake
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sense in relation to  G od o r to  nature as a w hole. T h e  abstract idea 
o f  rights and duties that m ight be defined once and for all tim e is 
therefore replaced by ano ther pair o f  correlative notions, w hich  
contrast the fact o f  independence, the individual’s ability to  determ ine 
his actions w ith o u t constraint, to  “have possession o f  his ow n 
righ t” (sur juris esse), w ith  the fact o f  his dependence on  the right o f  
one  o r several o ther individuals (that is, on  their pow er) (esse alterius 
juris, sub alterius potestate) (TP, II, 9fF.). T h is is the fundam ental 
relation.

T his opposition does no t, how ever, constitute an absolute 
antithesis. As w e have seen, only G od (that is, nature as a w hole, 
the sum  o f  all natural powers) is absolutely independen t (since he 
contains w ithin  him self all individualities and all alterities). In 
practice, w hen  dealing w ith  particular finite natural entities, all o f  
w hich  are reciprocally in terdependent, there is a com bination  o f  
dependence and independence. In particular, every m an affirms his 
individuality against o ther m en (and against o th e r n on -hum an  
individuals: animals, physical forces, and so on), and at the very 
same tim e is m ore or less com pletely dependen t on  them . If  each 
m an’s right is the expression o f  his pow er, then it necessarily 
includes these tw o  aspects. It is, by  definition, a category w hich  
refers to  relations o f  force — relations w hich  can vary and w hich  
will necessarily evolve.

H ow ever, w e should be careful no t to  in terp ret this definition 
simply in  term s o f  conflict. O f  course conflicts exist, and w hat 
Spinoza calls the “ state o f  natu re” is a lim iting case in w hich  
individual pow ers w ou ld  in practice always be incom patible w ith  
one  another. In such a situation, each individual w ou ld  find him self 
in a state o f  total dependency, w ith o u t that dependency con tribu t­
ing  in any way to  his independence. Individuality itself w ou ld  then  
be at risk. Such a “ natural” state is by  its very nature unviable, no t 
to  say unim aginable — save in tim es o f  historical catastrophe, w h en  
society disintegrates, o r in  cases, w hich  m ay sim ply be m etaphors, 
such as tyrannical regimes, w here individuals are terrorised to  the 
p o in t that their lives are reduced to  a level that is less than 
“ hum an ” . T o  be in the pow er o f  others, to  depend  upon  their 
pow er, can also constitute a positive cond ition  th rough  w hich  one 
can, up  to  a poin t, preserve and affirm o n e’s ow n individuality. 
T h e  question th en  arises as to  h o w  one may know  o n  w hat level a
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balance can be achieved: to  w hat ex ten t will the rights o f  the 
different individuals involved add up , or, even better, m ultiply, 
and to  w hat extent w ill they neutralise each o ther, o r  even lead to 
a cycle o f  m utual destruction?

It is precisely on  this basis that w c can analyse the interrelation­
ship o f  the different “ rights” in the construction  o f  a judicial system 
— as a system o f  pow er. T hose rights are com patible w h ich  express 
pow ers that can be added o r m ultiplied together; those rights are 
incom patible w hich correspond to pow ers that will m utually 
destroy one  another.

From  this equivalence betw een  rights and pow ers, Spinoza 
im m ediately deduces a series o f  critical consequences that will play 
a key  role in any political analysis:

•  Equality o f rights itself constitutes a righ t or a pow er, w hich  may 
or may n o t exist, according to  the circumstances; it supposes 
certain conditions. Spinoza explicitly points this o u t in relation 
to the problem  o f  a federal State (TP, IX , 4). In  an anarchic 
situation, close to  the “state o f  n a tu re” , the equality o f  individ­
uals exists “ in im agination rather than in fact” , as does their 
independence (TP, II, 15). T ru e  equality, as opposed to  this 
em pty equality, betw een  certain m en, o r  betw een all the citizens 
o f  a State, can only exist as the jo in t result o f  institutions 
com bined w ith  a collective praxis. It w ill only em erge if  
everyone recognises it as being in  their interest.

•  Contractual relations betw een  individuals (by w hich  they u n d er­
take reciprocal com m itm ents to  exchange goods and render 
services) are no t the consequence o f  a p rio r obligation b u t the 
constitution o f  a new  right, o r a n ew  pow er, w hose nature is 
“do u b le” . O n ly  a superior p ow er (for exam ple, a sovereign w ho  
chooses to  enforce respect for com m itm ents en tered  in to  by  a 
law o f  the State) can, therefore, prevent contracts from  being 
b roken  w h en  the interests w hich  led them  to  be signed no 
longer exist (TP, II, 12—13). B ut i f  this p ow er sought to enforce 
such a law in a great m any sim ultaneous cases it w ould  thereby 
pu t its o w n  p o w er at risk. T he same is true o f  contracts m ade 
betw een  States, save that in this case there is no  superior 
authority , and the decisive factor is therefore the interests o f  the 
parties involved (TP, III, l lf f .) .
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•  T h e  principle o f  the equivalence o f right and de facto power, w hich  
is so shocking to  intuitive m orality, is therefore, w h en  seen in 
relation to  the problem  o f  the balance o f  pow er, only a 
consequence and no t a constitutive principle. In particular, as 
was already explained in the T T P, the sovereign’s right never 
extends any further than his capacity to  enforce effective 
obedience (by w hatever means that capacity is determ ined, 
taking in to  account the convictions o f  his subjects). T h e  sanc­
tions w hich  the sovereign imposes upon  delinquents, criminals 
and rebels do  no t express the need  to  m ake them  respect some 
higher “ p roh ib ition”, b u t sim ply the need  to ensure his o w n  
preservation. Such sanctions can be called rational to  the extent 
that reason prescribes that the preservation o f  the State is 
preferable to its dissolution.

•  B u t then  how  does the distinction b etw een  passion and reason 
affect the definition o f  right? A ccording to  the same rule: there 
are rights o f passion and rights o f reason. B o th  kinds o f  right express 
a natural pow er. Y et these tw o  kinds o f  right are n o t sym m etri­
cal: if  passion excludes and destroys reason, reason does n o t in 
itself im ply the destruction o f  every passion — it is m erely a 
superior p ow er w hich  dom inates the passions. T his p rob lem  is 
closely related to that o f  dependence/independence: Spinoza 
calls the right o f  the individual for w hom  reason is stronger than 
passion and w hose independence is greater than his dependency, 
freedom . Is one superiority  the cause o f  the other? T o  b e  able 
to  say this, w e w ould  first need  to  establish n o t only that the 
passions create forms o f  dependency  in relation to  others (which 
experience suggests is true), b u t that reason can m ake us 
independen t (which is less obviously the case). Y et all o ther 
things being equal, it seems likely that the m ost rational 
individuals will also be those w ho  are the least dependen t upon  
the passions o f  others (TP , II, 5; II, 7—8). This leads us back to 
the problem  o f  the difference betw een  “ independence” and 
isolation o r solitude, that is, to  the material conduct o f  life in 
civil societies. R eason  counsels us to  seek peace and security by 
pooling  o u r individual pow ers, and this will in tu rn  bestow  upon 
us the greatest possible degree o f  real independence.
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T h e  “B ody Politic”

Spinoza's constant them e in  the T P  is that politics is the science 
(both theoretical and applied) o f  the preservation o f  the State. 
Politics, therefore, has a purpose (w hich obviously does n o t 
authorise it to  resort to  argum ents in term s o f  finality — such 
argum ents m ight be considered the form  o f  “superstition” that is 
p roper to it). From  the po in t o f  v iew  o f  the State itself, this 
purpose takes the form  o f  a h igher im perative: “ the com m on 
w elfare” and “ public o rder” (peace, security, obedience to  the 
law). O n e  m ight also say that politics tends to  preserve b o th  the 
“m atter” o f  the State and the “ fo rm ” o f  its institutions (and thus, 
the rig h t/p o w er o f  its sovereign, w h e th e r that be a king, an 
aristocracy o r the people). B u t as the “m atter” o f  the State is 
no th ing  o ther than a certain  system o f  stable relationships coord i­
nating the m ovem ents o f  individuals (fades duitatis) (TP , V I, 2), 
these tw o  form ulae correspond to  a single reality: the preservation 
o f  the individuality o f  the State itself.

T h e  State m ust therefore be im agined as an individual or, m ore 
exacdy, as an individual o f individuals, having a “b o d y ” and a “ soul” 
o r  m ind (mens) (TP, III, 1 -2 ; III, 5; IV, 2; VI, 19; V III, 19; IX , 14; 
X , 1). “ [I]n the political o rder the w hole body  o f  citizens m ust be 
though t o f  as equivalent to  an individual in the state o f  nature” 
(TP, V II, 22; translation m odified). T his w ould  seem to  place 
Spinoza squarely in  the line o f  H obbes (the Leviathan) and, m ore 
generally, o f  a w hole tradition w hich  defines the State as an 
individual and w hich  runs from  the ancient Greeks to  the present 
day. H ow ever, w e m ust press this p o in t further, since such an 
assimilation covers in  reality a w ide range o f  different views. T h e  
individuality o f  the State m ay be though t o f  as either m etaphorical 
o r  real, as “ natural” o r “ artificial” , as a m echanistic o r an organic 
solidarity, as a self-organising principle o f  the State o r  an effect o f  
its supernatural finality. T herefore, everything will depend upon  
the co n ten t Spinoza him self gives to  this definition.

T h e  preservation o f  the hum an individual and o f  the individual 
State b o th  depend upon  the application o f  one and the same causal 
principle:

Anything in nature can be conceived adequately whether it is actually
in being or not. Thus neither its coming into being nor its persistence



in being can be deduced from its definition; for its essence in thought 
is the same after it has come into being as it was before it existed. Its 
persistence in being, then, cannot follow from its essence any more 
than its coming into being can; it needs the same power to continue in 
being as it needs to come into being. It follows that the power by 
which things in nature exist, and by which, in consequence, they act, 
can be none other than the eternal power of God. For suppose it were 
some other power, created by God; then, not being able to preserve 
itself, it would not be able to preserve things in nature either, but 
would itself need the same power to persist in being as it needed to be 
created. (TP, II, 2)

This principle o f  continuous production applies equally to hum an 
individuals (for w hom  Spinoza prefers to  use the indefinite term  
unusquisque, “each and every o n e”) (TP, II, 5—8; III, 18) and to  the 
body  politic (TP, III, 12). In each case, existence is considered not 
only as a form  o f  natural p roduction  bu t as a process o f  reproduction  
for the elem ents o f  the individual and the p ow er that binds them  
together, w hich  enables them  to  stand up to  the action o f  external 
forces (“luck”). T his defines an internal necessity b u t does no t 
thereby abolish the effect o f  the “laws o f  nature as a w h o le” . 
Spinoza expresses this though t by  a phrase w hich  occupies a 
strategic position in his w ork: neither the hum an individual nor 
the State itself is in nature as “a State w ith in  a S tate” (itnperium in 
imperio). N eith er possesses an absolute autonom y.

H ow ever, there is a considerable difference o f  degree betw een  
the p ow er o f  the isolated hum an individual and th e  pow er o f  the 
“ individual o f  individuals” that is the State. Indeed, it is enough 
for there to be a qualitative difference betw een  the tw o. Isolated 
individuals are, in practice, incapable o f  guaranteeing their ow n 
preservation over a long  period  o f  tim e. T h e  State, on  the o ther 
hand, can, i f  it is w ell constructed, endure th ro u g h  its ow n  strength 
(TP, III, 11). M easured by  the scale o f  an individual life, the life o f  
the State may well com e to  resemble “ a sort o f  e tern ity” . A t this 
poin t, the analogy betw een  the tw o  gives w ay to  a reciprocity, 
w hich  also constitutes a m uch  m ore concrete relationship: in o rder 
to  preserve their ow n  lives, individuals need each o ther; thus they 
m ust be led, by the pursuit o f  their ow n  interests, to will the 
preservation o f  the State (TP, VII, 4; V II, 22; V III, 24; VIII, 31; 
X , 6). In return , in o rder to  preserve itself the State m ust seek to
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preserve the lives o f  the individuals, by guaranteeing them  the 
security that is the fundam ental cond ition  o f  civic obedience. In a 
State that has succum bed to  anarchy o r has been  subjugated by the 
p ow er o f  its enem ies, loyalty to  the State disappears (T P , X , 9—10; 
chapter IV). T h e  “best reg im e” is therefore, by  definition, that 
w h ich  achieves the strongest correlation  betw een  the security o f  
th e  individual and the stability o f  its institutions:

The best condition [status] o f a commonwealth [imperium] is easily 
discovered from the purpose o f political order: which is simply peace 
and security o f life. Accordingly, the best commonwealth is one in 
which men live in harmony, and the laws are kept unbroken. 
Rebellions, wars, and contemptuous disregard for law must certainly 
be attributed to the corrupt condition o f the commonwealth rather 
than to the wickedness o f its subjects. For citizens [dviles] are not bom, 
but made. Besides, m en’s natural passions are the same everywhere; 
hence if wickedness is more dominant and crime more prevalent in 
one commonwealth than in another, this is certainly due to the fact 
that the first has not done enough to promote harmony, has not framed 
its laws with sufficient foresight, and so has failed to acquire its absolute 
right as a commonwealth. For a political order which has not removed 
the causes o f civil strife, where war is a constant threat, and the laws 
are often broken, differs little from a veritable state o f  nature, where 
everyone lives according to his temperament [ingenium] with great 
danger to his life. (7P, V, 2)

If  this correlation w ere total, that is, if  the form  o f  the State 
w ere  no  m ore o f  a “ th rea t” to  the security o f  the individual than 
the activity o f  the individual w ere  a danger for the institutions o f  
the State, then  the result w ould  be a perfect body  politic, w hich  
could  be described as free o r  rational (TP, V, 6; V III, 7). B ut in 
one sense, i f  that w ere the case, there w ould  be no  m ore history, 
and no  m ore politics.

U p  to  this poin t, Spinoza has d one no m ore than w ork  
systematically th rough  lines o f  argum ent that had already been  
sketched o u t in the TTP. In  o ther w ords, he has done no  m ore 
than spell o u t the consequences o f  a strictly im m anent conception 
o f  historical causality in w hich  the only  factors that in tervene are 
individual pow ers, com posite pow ers founded on  individual 
pow ers and the reciprocal action o f  these tw o  types o f  p o w er.3 B ut,

'  T h e  te rm  is used in  a letter to O ld e n b u rg  (T h e  Letters, X X X I I )  and reflects the



as w e po in ted  ou t earlier, w hat was given as a solution in the T T P  
is n o w  taken to  constitute a problem . W hat is the m ode o f 
reciprocal action that characterises the existence o f  a body  politic? 
T his needs to  be defined in m ore concrete terms. In order to  do  
so, w e  shall n o w  look at Spinoza’s analysis o f  the causes tha t lead to 
the dissolution o f  the different types o f  regim e.

Som e o f  these causes are stated in term s that are specific to  a 
given type o f  State. O thers are general causes, and only their forms 
w ill vary according to  the structures o f  the given institutions. 
T h ere  are also external causes, th e  m ost im portan t o f  w hich  is w ar. 
All societies are threatened by war, because States relate to one 
ano ther in the same w ay as do  individuals in the state o f  nature 
(TP, III, 11; V II, 7). T h e  stronger the State is internally, the better 
it will be able to  defend itself. B ut, at the same tim e, all the m otives 
that cause a State to  prefer w ar to  peace (the existence o f  a m ilitary 
caste, the sovereign’s am bition and desire for glory, the tem ptation 
to  export internal conflicts o r to neutralise them  by a w ar o f  
conquest) are indirectly causes o f  the S tate’s destruction. Leaving 
to  one  side the irreducible role played by “ lu ck ” o r “ destiny” , the 
true causes o f  dissolution are therefore always internal.

These internal causes are no t all equally serious. T h e  least 
im portant are those that result from disrespect for the law on  the part 
o f  individuals, w hich  can vary o n  a scale from  ou trigh t disobedience 
to  simply attem pting  to in terp ret the decisions o f  the sovereign so 
as to  suit oneself (TP, III, 3 —4). T he m ere fact that a citizen or 
g roup  o f  citizens claims to  k n o w  better than the State itself w hat is 
needed  to pro tect the general public contains the seed o f  the S tate’s 
dissolution (TP, III, 10; IV, 2). Paralleling this phenom enon  is the 
arbitrary use o f power, th rough  w hich authority  degenerates in to  
tyranny. T his m ay happen w h en  a m onarch has pretensions to 
w ield a p ow er that exceeds his real strength (TP, VI, 5) or w h en  
an aristocratic patrician class turns in to  a hereditary caste (TP, V III, 
14). It m ay also take the form  o f  an attem pt to im pose on  the 
people a k ind o f  governm en t that is in contradiction w ith  their 
historical traditions (TP, V II, 26; IX , 14). In every case, a certain
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im potence seeks com pensation in  te rro r and corrup tion  (TP, V II, 
13, 21; V III, 29), w h ich  in the end  only aggravates its initial 
weakness. T h e  m ere exercise o f  p ow er itself is then perceived by 
the individual as a threat to his existence o r  d ignity  (TP, IV, 4). 
W h en  th e  State has g row n so “ m ad” tha t it threatens to  deprive its 
citizens o f  the m in im um  viable m easure o f  individuality, below  
w hich  they  will effectively be dead to  themselves, it always in the 
end provokes the outrage o f the multitude, and this outrage destroys 
it (T P  III, 9; VII, 2; X , 8; and  the w ho le  o f  chapter IV).

In the final analysis, w h e th e r the violence o f  individuals provokes 
the violence o f  the State o r individuals find they can no  longer 
resist the violence o f  the authorities, save by  violence (TP, VII, 
30), w e are led to the same conclusion: no  body  politic can exist 
w ithou t being subject to  the latent threat o f  civil w ar (“sedition”), 
w hether betw een  different factions o f  the ru ling  class o r betw een  
the rulers and the ruled. T his is the cause o f  causes, w hich 
ultim ately determ ines the efücacy o f  every o th e r cause. W hence 
this fundam ental thesis: its own citizens (dues) are always a greater 
threat to the body politic than any external enemies (hostes) (TP, VI, 6). 
Every type o f  regim e discovers the tru th  o f  this rule th rough  its 
ow n  experience. In a m onarchy, sedition can stem  from  the 
existence o f  a hereditary aristocracy (TP, V II, 10), the resort to  
m ercenary armies (TP, V II, 12) and dynastic rivalry (TP, VI, 37). 
In an aristocracy, it can stem  from  inequalities w ith in  the patrician 
class (TP, V III, 11), the corrup tion  o f  civil servants (TP, VIII, 29), 
rivalry betw een  cities (TP, IX , 3; IX , 9), the am bition  o f  military 
leaders, encouraged in tim es o f  crisis by  the p eo p le’s desire for a 
saviour (TP, V III, 9; X , 1), and finally (and m ost frequently) the 
class struggle betw een  patricians and plebeians, w h o  are effectively 
treated as foreigners w ith in  the city (TP, V III, 1 -2 , 11, 13—14, 19, 
4 1 ,4 4 ; X , 3).

H o w  should w e in terp ret these analyses? T o  begin w ith , they  
extend the dialectic o f  the institutions o f  the State that was sketched 
o u t in the T T P, in troducing  variants according to  the different 
types o f  regim e. T hey  dem onstrate the futility o f  denouncing  the 
“vices” o f  hum an nature (or o f  a specific group o f  m en) since the 
fundam ental cause o f  the citizens’ “vices” (as o f  their virtues) always 
lies in the actions o f  institutions (TP, III, 3; V, 2 -3 ; V II, 7; VII, 
12; IX , 14; X , 1—4). From  this w e may conclude that the key to
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the p ro tection  o f  the body  politic lies in the quality o f  its 
institutions. B ut, in  the course o f  these analyses, som ething new  
has also em erged, w hich  m odifies the m eaning o f  this conclusion. 
W h en  taken together, the causes o f  the dissolution o f  the body  
politic form  a cycle. T his cycle is entirely im m anent to  the natural 
constitu tion  o f  the State, that is, it expresses a certain (contradic­
tory) relationship betw een  its constituent pow ers (TP, II, 18; IV, 
4). O r, to p u t it another w ay, nature is effectively identical w ith  
history. M ore than that, the m ultitude as such, n o t only in its 
quantitative sense (the “ m ajority” o f  citizens) bu t also in  its 
qualitative sense (the collective behaviour o f  individuals w h o  are 
b ro u g h t together en  masse), has becom e the decisive concept in 
this analysis o f  the State. T hus th e  political p rob lem  no  longer has 
tw o  terms bu t three. “ Individual” and “ State” are in  fact abstrac­
tions, w hich  only have m eaning in relation to  one another. In  the 
final analysis, each o f  them  serves m erely to  express o n e  m odality 
th ro u g h  w hich the power o f the multitude can be realised as such.

This argum ent, then , brings us back to  the idea o f  balance, o f  
“self-lim itation” . As w e have already seen, the State that is 
“ strong” , that is “ absolute” , is the State that has its o w n  p ow er 
u n d er control. T h e  least “ absolute” o f  all States is that w hich  has 
to  legislate against those vices w h ich  it has itself p roduced  (TP, X , 
4 —6). B ut the balance that characterises the strong State is now  
seen always already to  contain  w ith in  itself the idea o f  an antagon­
ism. For the strength o f  the m ultitude is a p ow er for discord as 
w ell as a p ow er for harm ony, and it is in relation to  th e  “passions” 
o f  the m ultitude that the problem  o f  balance o r m oderation  arises. 
T h e  solution to this p rob lem  will require  a relative “ neutralisation” 
o f  this antagonism . A sim ple resolution at the level o f  “ govern­
m e n t” is no  longer im aginable, for there is no  external po in t from  
w hich  the m ultitude can be governed , n o t even in the form  in 
w h ich  H obbes had im agined it. In a superb passage, Spinoza 
explains h o w  the degeneration o f  the institutions o f  the State 
corrupts b o th  the “ masters” (those w h o  rule) and  their subjects 
(those w ho  are ruled):

Those who confine to the common people the vices which exist in all
human beings will perhaps greet my contentions with ridicule, on the
ground that “ there is no moderation in the masses, they terrorise unless
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they are afraid”, that “the common people is either an obsequious 
servant or a domineering master” , that “it has no truth or judgement 
in it”, and so on. But all men have one and the same nature: it is 
power and culture which mislead us. Hence “when two men do the 
same thing we often say that the one may do it with impunity but not 
the other; not because the thing, but because the person who does it, 
is different”. Pride is characteristic o f  rulers. If men are puffed up by 
appointment for a year, what can we expect o f nobles who hold office 
without end? But their arrogance is adorned with refinement, magnifi­
cence, lavishncss, with an harmonious blend of vices, a sophisticated 
folly, and an elegant depravity; so that the faults which when viewed 
singly and in isolation are base and ugly, because then most obvious, 
seem honourable and becoming to the ignorant and inexperienced. 
Again, “there is no moderation in the masses, they terrorise unless they 
arc afraid” because freedom and slavery are not easily combined. 
Finally, that “there is no truth or judgement in the common people” 
is not surprising, when they are kept in ignorance o f the main affairs of 
state, and merely guess at the facts from the little that cannot be 
concealed. For to suspend judgement is a rare virtue. Thus to keep all 
the work o f government a secret from the citizens, and then to expect 
them not to misjudge it and put the worst construction on everything, 
is the height o f  folly. For if the common people could practise self- 
restraint, and suspend judgement when the evidence is insufficient, or 
could make correct judgements about public affairs with litde infor­
mation to go on, they would certainly be more worthy to rule than to 
be ruled. However, as I said, all men have the same nature. (TP, VII, 
27)4

W e can summarise the argum ent here in the follow ing terms: 
rulers and ruled, sovereign and citizens, all belong to the multitude. A nd 
the fundam ental question is always, in the final analysis, w hether 
the m ultitude is able to  govern itself, that is, w h eth er it can increase 
its ow n pow er. In  concrete term s, this has tw o consequences:

1. D em ocracy is an inherendy  problem atic concept, since it 
corresponds to  the m ode o f  existence o f  a m ultitude that has 
already found  its ow n  internal balance, that is already substantially 
“ unanim ous” .

2. T h e  balance that is required is n o t a stasis, like the

4 T h e  first fo u r quotations are fro m  Ta citus. Annals, I ,  x x ix , 3; L iv y  X X I V ,  X X V ,  8; 
Ta citus, Histories, I, x x x ii, 1; and T e re n c e . Adclphi. 823— 5, respectively.
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arrangem ent o f  organs in a body o r the o rder o f  a judicial system; 
it em erges w h en  individuals w ork  together on  a com m on 
project. In o ther w ords, the “soul” o f  the body politic is n o t a 
representation b u t a praxis. T h e  central question then  is, h o w  
does the State decide?

Decision: T h e  Soul o f  the State

Individuals rarely “ decide” , in the strong sense o f  the term . W h at 
they mistake for their w ill is m ost often only ignorance o f  the 
passions w hich  lead them  to  prefer certain actions to  others. Even 
the m inim al rationality p rov ided  by  an awareness o f  their ow n  
interest is no t enough to  p ro tec t them  from  fantasies o f  im potence 
o r om nipotence, from  fatalism o r from  superstition. As for the 
m ultitude, it is a contradictory pow er, internally divided against 
itself: as such, it is unable to  decide anything. It lacks th e  m inim um  
o f  coherence that w ou ld  allow  it to  correct its errors, to  adjust ends 
to  means. In m ost societies, m oreover, it is denied b o th  rights and 
access to inform ation. It is sim ply a m edium  in w hich  different 
passions resonate w ith one another, in w hich the “ fluctuations” o f  
the city’s soul are am plified, often to  extrem es. Y et, if  a unified 
will is to  em erge at the level o f  the State, the m ultitude m ust be 
involved in its p roduction . H o w  in concrete term s m ight this be 
possible?

Let us begin by considering m onarchy. T h e  first question that 
arises is, w ho , in reality, decides? It m ight seem  to be the k ing  
himself. But, even leaving to one side those frequent cases in w hich  
the king is a w eak individual, e ither in body o r in m ind , the fact is 
that a single individual is quite  incapable o f  bearing the full bu rden  
o f  the State (TP, V I, 5). H e needs counsellors to  keep him  
inform ed, friends o r  relatives to p ro tect him , assistants to  com m u­
nicate his orders and see tha t they are carried ou t. So, in fact, it is 
these people w h o  decide. “ A bsolute” m onarchies are thus con­
cealed aristocracies, w here real pow er is in the hands o f  a caste. 
T his caste, m ade up o f  courtiers and  nobles, is inevitably divided 
by  rivalry and am bition. W h en  a single m an is at the head o f  the 
State, replacing him  is the simplest operation im aginable (TP, VII, 
14, 23). T h e  tem ptation m ight even be considered natural, given 
that the king is m ortal and that at each m om en t o f  succession there
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is the risk that sovereignty will “ revert to  the peop le” (TP, VII, 
25). T o  p ro tec t him self from  his rivals and to  ensure his contro l 
over his o w n  succession, the king, w h o  is theoretically all-pow erful, 
is thus obliged to  encourage rivalry betw een  different groups. This 
h e  does by  granting privileges to  certain favourites and by  “ plotting 
against his subjects” (TP , V , 7; VI, 6; V II, 29; translation m odified). 
A nd in this way, he gradually paralyses his o w n  ability to  act.

In o rder for a m onarchy to  achieve all the p o w er o f  w h ich  it is 
capable, there is only one rational strategy. All traces o f  corporatism  
m ust be elim inated, and the decision-m aking process m ust be 
grounded in the masses. At the same tim e, steps m ust be taken to  
ensure that the unity o f  the final decision cannot b e  challenged. 
D raconian laws are therefore necessary to  govern the operation o f  
the councils that are responsible for gathering and focusing different 
political “op tions” tow ards the m onarch  (TP, V I, 25; VII, 5). W e 
should notice that the mechanism s Spinoza describes are n o t only 
representative b u t also as egalitarian as possible. T h e  k ing  m ust play 
no  role in the process o f  deliberation and elaboration o f  policy. A 
fortiori, there m ust be no  “ State secrets” to  w hich  only he has 
access (TP, V II, 29). H e is n o t a “leader” w h o  in him self could  
guarantee the security o f  the State. Y et his role is n o t in any w ay 
superfluous, for there is a difference b etw een  deliberation and 
decision. Even sanctioning a m ajority op in ion  is a substantive 
action. W ith o u t this central function, such a system w ou ld  be 
incapable o f  p roducing  concrete results b u t w ou ld  w aver endlessly 
betw een  the different majorities that w ou ld  constantly be dissolving 
and reform ing. Because the different m om ents o f  the decision­
m aking process, and  the responsibility for supervising its execution, 
are divided betw een  an assembly and the m onarch, the system is 
saved from  a radical uncertainty, and the impulses o f  the m ultitude 
are stabilised. O r  rather, th e  m ultitude is thus able to  create its ow n  
stability, by  “ electing” from  w ith in  itself (through som e kind o f  
formal m echanism ) an individual w h o  has responsibility for draw ing 
debate to  a conclusion. In this way, w e m ight say that the k ing  is 
the only individual in the body  politic w ho  has no  “ op in ion” o f  
his ow n, no inferiority. In  himself, he does no t “ th in k ” any 
differently than the m ultitude. B u t w ithou t h im  the m ultitude 
w ould  be incapable o f  th ink ing  clearly and distinctly and so w ould  
be unable to  save itself. In this, and only in this sense, it is strictly
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true to  say that the K ing is “ the m ind  o f  the city” (TP, VI, 18—19; 
translation m odified).

W hat then  o f  aristocracy? In som e respects, the situation is 
simply reversed. A n aristocracy cannot be transform ed in to  an 
egalitarian regim e w ith o u t collapsing, for it is precisely the dom i­
nation o f  a given class that is to  be preserved as such. It is therefore 
necessary that the “ plebeians” should be totally excluded from  bo th  
the process o f  deliberation and the final m om ent o f  decision. From  
a political perspective, all those subjects w h o  are n o t citizens are 
foreigners to  the State (TP, VIII, 9). T h e  decisions o f  the patrician 
class m ust therefore be taken by secret ballot, so as to  prevent 
people from  contesting them  and in  o rder to  discourage clientelism  
and the form ation o f  pressure groups (TP, V III, 27). O n  the o ther 
hand, the patrician assemblies m ust n o t be deprived  o f  their 
specifically patrician character. O n  the contrary, the aim  is to 
ensure that w hen  they pursue their ow n  (class) interest, they  are 
thereby pursuing the general interest too  (TP, X , 6 —8). T his 
convergence o f  interests is possible because an assembly, unlike a 
m onarch, is “ eternal” : as its m em bers age, g row  ill o r  die, they are 
replaced by new  arrivals (TP , V III, 3; X , 2).

Such a system, how ever, still needs to  be g rounded  in  the masses. 
W hence this fundam ental rule: in order fo r  an aristocracy to be viable, 
it must enlarge the number o f its members as fa r  as possible (T P , V III, 
1—4, 11—13). It m ust do so in  o rder bo th  to increase its ow n 
strength and to  reflect “statistically” the w ho le  range o f  opinions to  
be found in the masses. T h e  m ore m em bers the patrician class can 
boast, the m ore effectively it w ill be able to  m aintain its exclusive 
right o f  decision and thus its hold  on  p ow er (TP, V III, 3, 17, 19, 
29, etc.). Such an aristocracy, then , is in  fact an open and expansive 
ruling class (a “ bourgeoisie” ?). B u t this rule does n o t autom atically 
resolve every difficulty. H o w  is one to p reven t a body  politic that 
has several heads from  end ing  up effectively “ headless” (TP, IX , 
14; translation m odified)? E lecting a president is either a m ere 
artifice o r a change o f  regim e (TP, V III, 17-18). T h e  true solution 
to  this prob lem  lies in the application o f  the principle o f  pure 
m ajority rule, and all the different (and com plex) constitutional 
arrangem ents w h ich  Spinoza proposes are in tended  to  enact this 
principle and ensure that it is properly  applied (TP, V III, 35ff.).

W hile  it may be “representative” , the principle o f  m ajority rule



74 S P I N O Z A  A N D  P O L I T I C S

in its pure form  excludes the possibility o f  form ing perm anent 
political parties. H ere Spinoza seems to  be pursuing tw o  different 
ideas at once: the idea that the assemblies o f  collective governm ents 
can elaborate rational choices th rough  discussion; and the idea that 
if  every op in ion  is given som e say in the process o f  arriving at a 
decision, then  the result has the best possible chance o f  correspond­
ing to  the general interest and thus o f  being acceptable to  all. If  
that is true, then  the form ation o f  parties, w hich  w ould  substantially 
reduce the num ber o f  opinions in  play, w ould  therefore be a cause 
o f  systematic error.

O n e  last rem ark is necessary: it does no t follow  that because a 
decision is rational, it will therefore autom atically be respected. 
Spinoza here introduces one final m echanism , w hich corresponds 
im plicidy to  the distinction betw een  tw o  different sorts o f  appara­
tus: that o f  the government and that o f  the administration. T he  
plebeians should be excluded from  the decision-m aking bodies, 
b u t they should provide the state w ith  its bureaucrats (TP, VIII, 
17; VIII, 44). In  this w ay the different classes, though  unequal in 
respect o f  sovereignty, will bo th  be involved in the runn ing  o f  the 
State and can bo th  identify the State w ith  their ow n interest. T hus 
the m ajority principle can be a means o f  p roducing unanim ity. N o t 
only will the ruling assembly be governed “ as if  by  a single m ind” 
(TP, VIII, 19; translation m odified), bu t this m ind  will direct the 
body  politic as a w hole, as i f  the m ultitude w ere  one single 
individual.

T h e  decision-m aking mechanisms presented here by Spinoza 
attem pt to  satisfy tw o  requirem ents at the same tim e. O n  the one 
hand, they try to  constitute w hat w e  w ou ld  call a “ State apparatus” 
as the true locus o f  political pow er. A ccording to their respective 
m odalities, each regim e thus tends to  identify its “ sovereign” w ith  
the functional unity  o f  this apparatus. O n  the o ther hand, they 
begin  to  subject this apparatus to  a process o f  “ dem ocratisation” . 
Certainly, there is no  clear answ er to  the question o f  w hat 
institutions and w hat m ethods for regulating conflict w ould  be 
appropriate to  a regim e that was dem ocratic from  the outset. B ut 
this aporia is com pensated for by  the fact that each o f  the o ther 
regimes, as it tends tow ards its ow n  “perfection” , opens the way to 
dem ocracy. For Spinoza, the institutions w hose purpose is to distil 
a single op in ion , and thus a choice, o u t o f  the “ fluctuation o f
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m inds” tend  by this very fact to  produce a concrete “ u n io n ” o f  
hearts and m inds around  a com m on purpose. B ut i f  that is so, then 
it is im aginable that th e  m ultitude m ight rule itself. A nd the m ore 
such a result is effectively produced , the m ore the juridical 
distinction betw een  a “ m onarchy” o r an “ aristocracy”, o n  the one 
hand, and a “ dem ocracy” , on  the o ther, w ill p rove to  be purely 
form al and abstract. In the lim iting case, th e  only difference left 
w ill be the nam e.

Som e o f  Spinoza’s postulates m ay be surprising, such as the 
hypothesis o f  a m onarchy independen t o f  any nobiliary caste. B ut 
this hypothesis does correspond to a k n o w n  tendency  o f  classic 
“ absolutist” States. E ven m ore surprisingly, the egalitarianism o f  
Spinoza’s m onarchy  fits well w ith  th e  hypothesis o f  a “bourgeois 
m onarch” . It also seems to  anticipate the “presidential” and 
“ im perial” regimes that w ere to  em erge several centuries later. H is 
m odel o f  the aristocratic regim e is a som ew hat different case. T h e  
rational capacity for collective decision m aking on  w hich  it depends 
can only be saved from  being  underm ined  by  internal tensions if  
the ruling class is enlarged until it encompasses the people in  its 
entirety, save only for those w h o  are “ natural dependents” , that is, 
w o m en  and servants (TP, V III, 14; X I, 3 —4). D oubdess this 
hypothesis presupposes that the w ealth  o f  all citizens can grow  
indefinitely too . B u t how ever tha t m ay be, one th ing  is clear: 
dem ocracy as it is presented in  the T P  is only im aginable on  the 
basis o f  the dialectic betw een  these tw o  form s o f  rationalisation o f  
the State, one o f  w h ich  begins by privileging equality, and the 
other, freedom .
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T h e  E t h i c s : 
A  P o l i t i c a l  A n t h r o p o l o g y

W e have follow ed Spinoza th rough  the tw o  stages o f  his w ork  on 
political theory  and have sought to  bring ou t bo th  the continuity  
betw een  them  and the contrasts. Y e t w e have hardly begun to 
resolve th e  crucial question, that o f  the reciprocal im plication o f 
philosophy and politics. D id  Spinoza him self pose this question 
explicitly? D id  he try to  explain h o w  these tw o  dom ains are united? 
T h e  answ er w ould  appear to  be yes. In his later w ork , he w en t on  
to  elaborate the ideas that had underp inned  the argum ents o f  the 
T T P  and the T P  in to  a fu ll-b low n conceptual fram ew ork for an 
anthropology (a theory  o f  “ hum an natu re”). In doing  so, he gave a 
d irecdy political significance to  the difference b etw een  his ow n 
philosophy and th e  theories o f  all earlier philosophers. In this 
chapter I w ill attem pt to  show  how  he d id  this, by exam ining his 
treatm ent o f  three specific problem s: the problem  o f  sociability; 
the p rob lem  o f  obedience; and the problem  o f  com m unication. 
W hile con tinu ing  to  draw  on  the argum ents o f  the tw o  treatises, I 
shall here be referring m ainly to the Ethics. Spinoza spent fifteen 
years o f  his life o n  the system o f  the Ethics, rew ork ing  it con tinu ­
ously. His friends and enem ies lived in constant expectation o f  its 
appearance and w ere  incessandy projecting their ow n  in terpreta­
tions o f  w hat Spinoza would say o n to  its continuing  absence. T he 
text was finally published in  1677, shortly after his death.

Sociability

“N a tu re ” , “hum an natu re” and “ sociability” have always been  
treated by  philosophers as th ree aspects o f  a single problem . Does 
there exist such a th ing  as a “ natural society” , defined as such either
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by its organisation o r by its function? I f  no t, does the institution o f  
societies and States “ disturb the o rder o f  na tu re” , as Spinoza w ould  
p u t it? O u r  answ er to  this question will depend  upon  the w ay in 
w hich  w e define that “ o rd er” (as a cosm ic harm ony? o r as a causal 
process?) and on  the antitheses w e set up  in opposition to  it 
(violence, artifice o r  som e other order, w h ich  m ight be, for exam ple, 
jurid ical o r spiritual). In general, the way in w hich  a philosophical 
system construes the concept o f  nature is sim ply a w ay o f 
anticipating, at a distance, the ways in w hich  it w ill determ ine the 
concepts o f  hum an  individuality and com m unity . B u t that is no t 
all. T h e  thesis that there exists a natural sociability has been  
defended by m any different authorities: by  A ristode (“ M an is by 
nature a being who lives fo r the city \  a phrase later translated by  the 
scholastics as “ a sociable anim al”), by  Bossuet (“ Society m ay be 
considered as one large family”) and by  M arx  (“ In  its reality, the 
essence o f  hum anity  is the w ho le  system o f  its social relationships”). 
B u t the m eaning o f  this thesis has changed quite considerably over 
tim e and has been m ade to serve very different political ends.

T h e  same is true o f  the diam etrically opposite thesis, w hich 
holds that society is instituted after, i f  n o t against, the spontaneous 
im pulse o f  nature. Som e in terpret this as m eaning that nature 
contains a disposition tow ards life in society that cannot be realised 
w ithin  nature itself (thus, for Rousseau, the m an o f  nature has a 
“social feeling” for his neighbour, nam ely pity). For others, nature 
contains the m oral destination o f  the hum an com m unity , b u t the 
way to  that destination th rough  nature is obstructed by  the passions 
(thus Kant, for instance). For others again, even hum an nature is 
essentially “ egotistical” and  anti-social (as for H obbes, for w h o m  
the natural condition  o f  m en  is the “w ar o f  each against all” ). Y et 
w hile the m eaning and the function  o f  these theses may change 
radically from  one context to  the next, the antithetical form itself' has 
rem ained constant from  ancient G reece to  m o d em  E urope. Per­
haps then  w e should look for a m eaning in the antithetical form  
itself, w hose duality may serve to  mask a single unavoidable fact. 
A nd if  such a fact exists, is it a reality o r a thought? W hat is there 
that is common to  the tw o  ideas o f  sociability -  the natural and the 
institutional — beyond  any differences o f  anthropological orienta­
tion? Perhaps it is the assum ption tha t sociability is a b o n d  w hich  
“unites” m en, expressing their reciprocal need  o r their “ friendship”
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(w hat was kno w n  to  the Greeks as philia, to  Christians and to 
classical Europe as “ peace” o r “ conco rd”), and that society is the 
o rder th rough  w hich  they live ou t this b o n d  m ade good.

B u t Spinoza’s th inking disrupts these classical categories and 
opens up instead a new  approach. For him , the alternative betw een  
“ natu re” and “ institu tion” is no  longer binding: the problem  o f  
social relationships has to be addressed in o ther terms. B ut o u r 
historical culture, w h ich  trains us to  see this alternative as inelucta­
ble, can m ake it difficult for us to  read Spinoza’s theses on  
sociability. T o  see w here the difficulties lie, let us exam ine the 
form ulations used in one o f  the central texts on  this question: 
proposition 37 o f  part IV o f  the Ethics, together w ith  its tw o  
dem onstrations and its tw o  scholia.1

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:
Dem.: Insofar as men live according to the guidance o f  reason [ex ductu 
Rationis], they are most useful to man (by P35C1); hence (by P I9), 
according to the guidance o f reason, we necessarily strive to bring it 
about that men live according to the guidance o f reason. Now, the 
good which everyone who lives according to the dictate [dictamen] of 
reason (that is, by P24, who seeks virtue) wants for himself is 
understanding [intelligere] (by P26). Therefore, the good which every­
one who seeks virtue wants for himself, he also desires for other men.

Next, desire, insofar as it is related to the soul, is the very essence of 
the soul (by DefAffl). N ow the essence o f the soul consists in 
knowledge (by IIP11), which involves knowledge of God (by IIP47). 
W ithout this [knowledge the soul] can neither be nor be conceived 
(by IP15). Hence, as the soul’s essence involves a greater knowledge of 
God, so will the desire also be greater by which one who seeks virtue 
desires for another the good he wants for himself, QED.
Alternative Dem.: The good which man wants for himself and loves, 
he will love more constantly if he sees that others love it (by IIIP31). 
So (by IIIP31C), he will strive to have the others love the same thing. 
And because this good is common to all (by P36), and all can enjoy it, 
he will therefore (by the same reason) strive that all may enjoy it. And

1 l have fo llo w e d  Balibar (and C u r le y ) in  systematically translating affectus as “ affect” , in 
o rd e r to preserve the distinction betw een affectio (affection) and passio (passion). C u r le y  also 
distinguishes betw een the tw o  terms appetitus (appetite) and cupiditas (desire), w he re  B alibar 
translates b o th  as “ desire", o n  the a u th o rity  o f  Ethics, I I IP 9 S . I have fo llow e d  B alibar’s usage 
o f  “ desire”  in  his o w n  text, b u t have n ot em ended C u r le y ’s translations o n  this po in t. 
- T r a n s .
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this striving will be the greater, the more he enjoys this good (by 
IIIP37), QED.
Schol. 1: He who strives, only because o f an affect, that others should 
love what he loves, and live according to his temperament [ingertium], 
acts only from impulse and is hateful -  especially to those to whom 
other things arc pleasing, and who also, therefore, strive eagerly, from 
the same impulse, to have other men live according to their own 
temperament. And since the greatest good men seek from an affect is 
often such that only one can possess it fully, those who love are not of 
one mind in their love — while they rejoice to sing the praises o f the 
thing they love, they fear to be believed. But he who strives from 
reason to guide others acts not by impulse, but kindly, generously, and 
is entirely consistent with himself.

Again, whatever we desire and do o f which we are the cause insofar 
as we have the idea o f God, or insofar as we know God, I relate to 
religion. The desire to do good generated in us by our living according 
to the guidance o f reason, I call piety. The desire by which a man who 
lives according to the guidance o f reason is bound to jo in  others to 
himself in friendship, I call morality [Hones tas], and 1 call that moral 
which men who live according to the guidance o f reason praise; on 
the other hand, what is contrary to the formation o f friendship, 1 call 
immoral [turpe\. By this, I have also shown what the foundations o f the 
City (civitas) are. . . .
Schol. 2: . .  . Everyone exists by the sovereign right o f Nature, and 
consequendy everyone, by the sovereign right o f Nature, does those 
things which follow from the necessity of his own nature [suae naturae]. 
So everyone, by the sovereign right o f Nature, judges what is good 
and what is evil, considers his own advantage [utile] according to his 
own temperament [ingenium] (see P I9 and P20), avenges himself (see 
1IIP40C2), and strives to preserve what he loves and destroy what he 
hates (see IIIP28). If men lived according to the guidance o f reason, 
everyone would possess this right o f his (by P35C1) without any injury 
to anyone else. But because they are subject to the affects (by P4C), 
which far surpass man’s power, or virtue (by P6), they are often drawn 
in different directions (by P33) and are contrary to one another (by 
P34), while they require one another’s aid (by P35S).

In order, therefore, that men may be able to live harmoniously and 
be o f assistance to one another, it is necessary for them to give up their 
natural right and to make one another confident that they will do 
nothing which could hamı others. H ow it can happen that men who 
are naturally subject to affects (by P4C), inconstant and changeable (by 
P33) should be able to make one another confident and have trust in
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one another, is clear from P7 and IIIP39. N o affect can be restrained 
except by an affect stronger than and contrary to the affect to be 
restrained, and everyone refrains from doing harm out of timidity 
regarding a greater harm.

By this law, therefore, society can be maintained, provided it 
appropriates to itself the right everyone has o f avenging himself, and of 
judging concerning good and evil. In this way society has the power 
to prescribe a common rule of life [<communis vivendi ratio], to make 
laws, and to maintain them — not by reason, which cannot restrain the 
affects (by P17S), but by threats. This society, maintained by laws and 
the power it has of preserving itself, is called a City [civitas], and those 
who are defended by its law, citizens.

From this we easily understand that there is nothing in the state of 
nature which, by the agreement o f all, is good or evil; for everyone 
who is in the state o f nature considers only his own advantage [utile], 
and decides what is good and what is evil from his own temperament, 
and only insofar as he takes account o f his own advantage. He is not 
bound by any law to submit to anyone except himself. So in the state 
o f nature no sin can be conceived.

But in the civil state, o f course, it is decided by common agreement 
what is good or what is evil. And everyone is bound to submit to the 
City. Sin, therefore, is nothing but disobedience, which for that reason 
can be punished only by the law o f the state. O n the other hand, 
obedience is considered a merit in a citizen, because on that account 
he is judged worthy o f enjoying the advantages o f the City.

Again, in the state o f nature there is no one who by common 
consent is Master of anything, nor is there anything in Nature which 
can be said to be this man’s and not that man's. Instead, all things 
belong to all. So in the state o f nature, there cannot be conceived any 
will to give to each his own, or to take away from someone what is 
his. That is, in the state of nature nothing is done which can be called 
just or unjust.

But in the civil state, of course, where it is decided by common 
consent what belongs to this man, and what to that (things are done 
which can be called just or unjust], (translation modified)

A proposition from  the Ethics cannot be separated from  its 
dem onstration. T h e  dem onstration determ ines the m eaning o f  the 
proposition by  show ing h o w  it is necessarily connected  to  o ther 
propositions. In this case, how ever, w e have, unusually, two 
dem onstrations, w hich  follow com pletely different lines o f  argu­
m ent. I f  w e w ant to  understand, then , w hat the “foundations o f
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the C ity ” are, it is clear that w e m ust exam ine how  these tw o 
dem onstrations are bo th  distinct from  one another and yet express 
the same necessity. T h e  diagram  overleaf gives a sim plified represen­
tation o f  the logical relations that hold  betw een  IV P37 and several 
groups o f  p rio r o r  com plem entary  propositions.

Let us begin  by  looking  at the first dem onstration. O n  the 
surface, the reasoning seems to  follow  a predictable course. Socia­
bility is defined as reciprocity  o f  participation in the greatest good, 
w h ich  is determ ined  by  reason. It is th rough  the know ledge o f  
tru th  (and thus o f  G od, and thus o f  things) that m en are disposed 
to  desire this com m on  G ood , and thus their reciprocal usefulness — 
o r in o ther w ords, to  love one another. So it is n o t surprising that 
scholium  1 refers to  this ‘"rational” m ode o f  Desire as Religion and 
Morality. B u t this dem onstration depends u p o n  tw o  p rio r p ro p ­
ositions. It is here  that things begin to  get m ore com plicated, 
thanks to a little w ord  w hich  lies at the heart o f  th e  argum ent: 
“ insofar” (quatenus):

IVP35, Dem.: . . . insofar as men live according to the guidance of 
reason, they are said only to act (by IIIP3). Hence, whatever follows 
from human nature, insofar as it is defined by reason, must be 
understood through human nature alone (by I1ID2), as through its 
proximate cause. But because each one, from the laws o f his own 
nature, wants what he judges to be good, and strives to avert what he 
judges to be evil (by P I9), and moreover, because what we judge to 
be good or evil when we follow the dictate o f reason must be good or 
evil (by IIP41), it follows that insofar as men live according to the 
guidance o f reason, they must do only those things which are good for 
human nature, and hence, for each man, that is (by P31C), those things 
which agree with the nature o f each man. Hence, insofar as men live 
according to the guidance of reason, they must always agree among 
themselves, QED.
Cor. 1: There is no singular thing in Nature which is more useful to 
man than a man who lives according to the guidance o f reason.

For what is most useful to man is what most agrees with his nature 
(by P31C), that is (as is known through itself), man. But a man acts 

. entirely from the laws of his own nature when he lives according to 
the guidance o f reason (by IIID2), and only to that extent must he 
always agree with the nature o f the other man (by P35). . . .
Cor. 2: W hen each man most seeks what is useful for himself, then 
men are most useful to one another.
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‘Appetite is nothing but the very essence of man’ 
(Ethics, IIIP9, schol. and DefAfll)

Ethics, IIIP29-35 Imagination of 
others/of oneself as external cause 
of Joy and Sadness for oneself/ 
for others: “Each of us wants 
the others to live according to 
his temperament”

Ethics, IVP32-34 Men’s social 
relations are subject to the 
passions and so fluctuate 
violently between love and hate

Ethics, IVP18-31 It is natural that 
human individuals should seek 
their own advantage [utile]: “To 
man there is nothing more useful 
than man”

Ethics, IVP35-36 Rationality 
of society as constitution of 
the common good

Definition by the State 
of Good and Evil, Just and Unjust 

(Ethics, IVP37SI1)

second demonstration 
(by affective imitation)

first demonstration 
(by knowledge)

‘Foundations of the City”: 
the virtue that is proper to humanity is the Desire to enjoy the 

common Good in common with other men 
(Ethics, IVP37 and SI)

impotence of reason: need for 
passions that are bad in themselves 
in order to impose discipline on the 
multitude (Ethics, IVP54, P58)

power of reason: freedom, 
friendship and equity are greatest 
in the City (Ethics, IVP70—73)

striving [conatus] to cause by reason 
actions that are determined in us 

by the passions 
(Ethics, IVP59; VP5-10)
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For the more each one seeks what is useful for him, and strives to 
preserve himself, the more he is endowed with virtue (by P20), or 
what is the same (by D8), the greater is his power o f acting according 
to the laws o f his own nature, that is (by IIIP3), o f living from the 
guidance o f reason. . . .
Schol.: What we have just shown is also confirmed by daily experience, 
which provides so much and such clear evidence that this saying is in 
almost everyone’s mouth: man is a God to man.

Still, it rarely happens that men live according to the guidance of 
reason. Instead, their lives are so constituted that they are usually 
envious and burdensome to one another. They can hardly, however, 
live a solitary life; hence, that definition which makes a man a social 
animal has been quite pleasing to most. And surely we do derive 
from the society o f  our fellow men many more advantages than 
disadvantages.

So let the satirists laugh as much as they like at human affairs, let the 
theologians curse them, let melancholics praise as much as they can a 
life that is uncultivated and wild, let them disdain men and admire the 
lower animals. M en still find from experience that by helping one 
another they can provide themselves much more easily with the things 
they require, and that only by joining forces can they avoid the dangers 
that threaten on all sides. . . . (translation modified)

T he R eason  that thus imposes a necessary harm ony upon  m en is 
no t in the least transcendent b u t simply expresses the p o w er o f  
hum an nature as it manifests itself and develops in its search for 
w hat is useful to each m an. It necessarily includes the idea o f  G od, 
because for m en this idea springs directly from  their o w n  activity. 
Y et R eason  in  itself cannot adequately define hum an nature. O n  
the contrary, as Spinoza is constantly at pains to p o in t ou t, hum an 
nature is defined b o th  by reason and by ignorance, im agination and 
passion. M oreover, m en  live together in accord w ith  the dictates 
o f  R eason , to  the ex ten t tha t they  com pletely realise the laws o f  
their o w n  nature. This implies that m en  w ill also realise other laws, 
w hich  are equally natural laws. Let us look  at the presuppositions 
that lie behind  this passage, by tu rn ing  to propositions 18 to  31 
(part IV). T hey  prepare the present argum ent by  dem onstrating 
that the principle o f  natural R eason  itself (its “ dictates”) implies a 
double necessity for each individual: he m ust bo th  constantly strive 
[conatus] to  preserve his o w n  being, and he m ust seek to  constitute, 
together w ith  o ther individuals o f  the same nature as himself, a
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m ore pow erful individual so as to  counterbalance those “external 
causes [w hich are] contrary to their nature” - In concrete terms, 
these tw o  necessities are one and the same. B oth derive from  m an’s 
essence, w hich  is his desire to  persevere in his being  (IIIP 6 -9 ). 
F rom  this, Spinoza concludes that those doctrines w hich seek to 
oppose individualism  and sociability, as im m oral and moral respec­
tively, are simply absurd. B u t the soundness o f  his argum ent 
depends entirely upon  the fact that m en  are natural individuals, 
“singular things” o f  lim ited pow er, ju st like the infinite number of 
other individuals that can be found in nature.

T hus the system o f  interrelated theses w ith  w hich  w e are dealing 
turns o u t to  be considerably m ore com plex than was at first 
apparent:

1. Like all natural individuals, m en  have a direct interest in 
“ agreeing” am ongst themselves, insofar as they  desire their ow n 
preservation.

2. Experience and reason show  that this is a necessary tru th  
about society, and the facts confirm  it.

3. R eason , in this sense, is part o f  hum an nature: it does no t 
have to  be “ im ported” in to  it from  outside.

4. As such, reason cannot claim  to  define hum an nature, 
e ither exclusively o r  com pletely. It does n o t define it exclusively 
because hum an nature is in tu rn  related to  a m uch  m ore general 
nature, w hich  is infinitely greater. A nd it does no t define it 
com pletely because hum an Desire also essentially contains o ther 
m odes that are opposed to  those o f  reason. These o ther m odes 
are the passionate affects, on  account o f  w hich  m en are guided 
no t by R eason  b u t by  their “ im pulses” .

Let us tu rn  to  the second dem onstration o f  IVP37 and analyse in 
the same w ay the chain o f  presuppositions that lies beh ind  it. 
(These are essentially IIIP29—35 and IV P32—34.) T he first th ing  we 
notice is that this second line o f  argum ent is concerned precisely 
w ith  the “ o th e r” o f  hum an reason, that is, w ith  the m echanism  o f  
the passions (Joy and Sadness, H o p e  and Fear, Love and H atred). 
T h e  passions do  n o t express the individual’s p ow er to  preserve 
him self by achieving a relative suprem acy over external causes; on 
the contrary, they express his relative submission to  those same 
causes. T h ey  are a sign no t o f  the adequate know ledge that m an
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m ay acquire o f  w hat is useful to him , b u t o f  the image he forms o f  
w hat m ight be useful to  h im  th rough  his ignorance o f  his o w n  
nature. T h e  life o f  the passions, like that o f  reason, is similarly 
conditioned  by the struggle to  persevere in being; like reason, the 
passions express a natural (though inadequate) m ode o f  hum an 
Desire. D oes this m ean tha t the passions, w hich are a constant 
cause o f  conflict betw een  m en, represent the antithesis o f sociability? 
Not at all. W h a t Spinoza dem onstrates is that there is another form o f 
the genesis (or “p ro d u c tio n ”) o f society, w hich  springs from  the 
passions them selves and w hich  is w orked  o u t in them and through 
them, even if, in this case, the result is n o t necessarily a harm onious 
society. Let us look m ore closely at this chain o f  thought.

W h at is the bu rden  o f  IV P32—34? Essentially this: insofar as m en 
are subject to  their passions (which express contradictory “ affects”), 
m en  have no th ing  in  com m on  b u t a powerlessness, a “ negation” . 
T h ey  cannot be said to agree w ith  one another naturally, for there 
is no  object w hich has the same utility for all o f  them . M oreover, 
this situation corresponds for each m an to  the case o f  greatest 
possible uncertainty  and instability. N o t only  do  m en in this 
situation no t agree w ith  one another, b u t they are n o t in agreem ent 
w ith  themselves. H ere, the reader m ay th ink  that Spinoza is 
treating us to  the sort o f  generalities that can be found  in the w ork  
o f  any moralist. B ut in the Ethics, considerations such as these are 
roo ted  in  an analysis o f  the psychic econom y o f  Sadness (IVP34 
and schol.). Sadness is the individual’s consciousness o f  his ow n  
im potence, w hich  leads to  hatred b o th  o f  the self and o f  others. 
M en w ould  n o t be sad, they w ould  no t hate them selves and each 
other, i f  they  w ere totally isolated from  one another. Indeed, they 
w o u ld  n o t hate one  ano ther at all if  they did n o t feel fear on  
account o f  the love they have for a certain object and d id  no t hope 
to  be rid o f  those external causes tha t m ake them  fear for their 
love, forem ost am ongst w hich  are o ther m en. M en hate each o ther 
insofar as they love the same object in different ways, o r love 
incom patible objects, o r (m ore fundam entally) im agine in different 
ways those objects w hich  they all love. (It is this final difference 
w hich  constitutes the singularity o f  their “ natures” .)

A t this poin t, a surprising idea begins to em erge: that hatred is 
n o t only a social (or relational) passion bu t a form  (how ever 
contradictory) o f  the “social b o n d ” , o f  sociability. In o rd er to
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understand h o w  this thesis m igh t be justified, w e m ust go  back to  
IIIP31, the crucial proposition o n  w h ich  the second dem onstration  
o f  the “foundations o f  the C ity ” rests:

If we imagine that someone loves, desires, or hates something we ourselves love, 
desire, or hate, we shall thereby love, desire, or hate it with greater constancy. 
But if  we imagine that he is averse to what we love, or the opposite [that he 
loves what we hate],2 then we shall undergo vacillation of mind.
Dem.: Simply because we imagine that someone loves something, we 
thereby love the same thing (by P27). But we suppose that we already 
love it without this [cause o f love]; so there is added to the love a new 
cause, by which it is further encouraged. As a result, we shall love what 
we love with greater constancy.

Next, from the fact that we imagine someone to be averse to 
something, we shall be averse to it (by P27). But if we suppose that at 
the same time we love it, then at the same time we shall both love and 
be averse to the same thing, or (see P17S) we shall undergo vacillation 
o f mind, QED.
Cor.: From this and from P28 it follows that each o f us strives, so far as 
he can, that everyone should love what he loves, and hate what he 
hates. . . .
Schol.: This striving [conatus] to bring it about that everyone should 
approve his love and hate is really ambition (see P29S). And so we see 
that each o f us, by his nature, wants the others to live according to his 
temperament [ingcnium]; when all alike want this, they are alike an 
obstacle to one another, and when all wish to be praised, or loved, by 
all, they hate one another.

T h ree  ideas are closely interrelated in this passage, and it is their 
interrelationship that is original and pow erful. T h e  first is th e  idea 
o f  identification, the fundam ental psychic m echanism  that com ­
m unicates affects from  one individual to  another via th e  images o f  
those individuals. T h e  second is the idea o f am bivalence, w hich  
threatens from  the outset to  underm ine the affects o f  Jo y  and 
Sadness, and  love and hatred along w ith  them , and w hich  makes 
the soul (or the heart: animus) o f  each m an fluctuate. T h e  th ird  
idea is that o f  the fear o f  difference, th rough  w h ich  each m an tries 
to  overcom e this fluctuation, and w hich  in re tu rn  only serves to  
m aintain h im  indefinitely in that state.

3 T h is  is a variant fro m  chc D u tc h  translation o f  S pinoza’s w orks published at the same 
tim e  as the Latin . -  T r a n s .
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This analysis is extrem ely im portan t, for it displaces the w hole 
p roblem  o f  sociability o n to  a n ew  ground . O u r  “ fellow m an” -  
that o ther individual w ith  w h o m  w e can identify, tow ards w hom  
w e have “ altruistic” feelings, w h o m  religion refers to as our 
“ neighbour”  and politics as o u r “ fellow citizen” -  does n o t exist as 
such naturally, in  the sense o f  a being  w h o  is sim ply there, w h o  is 
given. R a ther, he is constituted by  a process o f  im aginary identifi­
cation, w h ich  Spinoza calls the “ im itation o f  the affects” (affectuum 
imitatio) (IIIP27). T his process is at w ork  b o th  in m utual recognition 
b etw een  individuals and in the form ation o f  the “ m ultitude” as an 
unstable aggregate o f  individual passions. It follows then  that m en, 
insofar as they have “ the same natu re” , are n o t alike! B u t they can 
becom e so. W hat provokes this process o f  identification is an 
“ external cause” , w h ich  is the image o f the other as object o f  the 
affects. B ut this im age is also profoundly  am bivalent: it is bo th  
attractive and repulsive, reassuring and threatening.

A single cause is thus the origin o f  the antithetical patterns o f  
behaviour th rough  w hich  Love and H atred respectively are “ social­
ised” (IIIP32S). T h e  first o f  these patterns o f  behaviour is H um an  
Kindness (“ a desire to  do  w hat pleases m en  and no t do  w hat 
displeases th em ” , IIID X LIII), w hich  is close to  Com passion (“ love, 
insofar as it so affects a m an that he is glad at another's good 
fortune, and saddened by  his ill fo rtune” , IIID X X IV )- T h e  oppos­
ing pattern  is determ ined by A m bition  (“excessive desire for esteem 
. . . by  w hich  all th e  affects are encouraged and strengthened” , 
IIID X LIV ; “striving to  do  som ething (and also to  om it doing  
som ething) solely to  please m en . . ., especially w h en  w e strive so 
eagerly to  please the people [uulgus] that w e do o r om it certain 
things to  o u r o w n  injury, o r ano ther's” , IIIP29S). It is A m bition 
w hich  is able to  bring  it about that, for a tim e at least, m en  have 
the same tastes, the same morals, judgem ents o r opinions (IIIP29S). 
It is in this way that a com m on  good, that is, a com m on object o f  
love, can be im agined. B u t such a com m on  good  w ill by  definition, 
be inseparable from  fear and hatred, that is, from  the im agining o f  
a com m on evil (or misfortune) to  be avoided, o r o f  the harm  that 
w ou ld  result if  others w ere  to pursue their ow n good in their ow n 
w ay. (This argum ent should b e  com pared w ith  the idea o f  
“ theological hatred” in  the TTP.)

Thanks to  these tw o  parallel dem onstrations, w e are n o w  able to
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grasp the rem arkable com plexity  o f  the “foundations o f  the C ity ” . 
By definition, rational know ledge o f  the G ood as com m on utility 
is n o t am bivalent and is n o t at risk o f  collapsing in to  its opposite 
(nor o f  becom ing  a cause o f  Sorrow , having b een  a cause for Joy). 
H ow ever, each m an’s striving to see others “live according to his 
tem peram ent” , o r to  live h im self “ according to  the tem peram ent 
o f  others” , necessarily fluctuates betw een  love and hatred. Sociability 
is therefore the unity o f a real agreement and an imaginary ambivalence, 
both o f which have real effects. O r, to p u t it ano ther way, the un ity  o f  
contraries — o f  rational identity  and affective variability, bu t also o f  
the irreducible singularity o f  individuals and the “ sim ilarity” o f  
hum an behaviour — is no th ing  o ther than w hat w e refer to as 
society. T h e  classical concep t o f  the “social b o n d ” and the 
alternative betw een  nature and hum an  institutions are thus ren ­
dered  w holly  inadequate. T his is w hat is dem onstrated in  IVP37S. 
For such a unity  effectively to  exist, there m ust be an authority  
(potestas) w hich  can polarise th e  affects o f  individuals and direct 
their m ovem ents o f  love and hatred by  defining once and for all 
the com m on m eaning o f  good  and evil, right and w rong, and by 
fixing the form  th rough  w hich  m en  can ensure the ir ow n  preser­
vation by  com bin ing  the ir individual strengths. In a w ord , a Society 
must also be a State (here, civitas). These tw o  concepts m ust 
correspond to  a single reality. W e  cannot claim  that m en  are 
sociable “ in  their origins” , b u t they  are always already socialised. 
W e  cannot say that the State is “ against natu re” , n o r can w e 
represent it either as a pure  construction o f  reason o r as the 
projection o f  a general o rder o f  nature o n to  hum an affairs. Society 
and State constitute a single relationship, at once im aginary and 
rational, th rough  w hich the natural singularity o f  hum an individuals 
is expressed.

W h a t Is O bedience?

T h ro u g h o u t Spinoza’s oeuvre, w h eth er in the TTP, the T P  or the 
Ethics, the fundam ental social relationship is always the p roduction  
o f  obedience, and the history o f  States is the history o f  the fate o f  
this relationship. Are w e n o w  in a position to offer a com plete 
definition o f  this concept? H o w  are w e ultim ately to  situate the 
m eaning o f  a philosophy that declares bo th  that society is the State,
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therefore that society is obedience, and tha t freedom  can only  be 
achieved w ith in  th e  lim its o f  society? M igh t w e n o t be dealing 
w ith  an indirect apology for som e form  o f  “ voluntary  slavery” ?

Before w e try to answ er these questions, w e should look again 
at certain propositions in the Ethics w hich  have, quite righdy, 
always been  at the heart o f  the debate over the m eaning o f  
Spinoza’s w ork . W e  have seen how  Spinoza displaced the classical 
argum ent o f  institutions versus nature. In the same w ay, and for 
closely related reasons, he also shifted th e  discussion o f  slavery 
versus freedom  on to  n ew  ground. T h ere  was a tradition that 
ex tended  from  Aristotle to Descartes, and that was far from  being 
exhausted, according to  w h ich  the relationship o f  obedience that 
renders certain m en subject to  others (the slave to  his master, the 
w ife to  her husband, ch ildren  to  their father, subjects to  their 
prince) had to be understood in the light o f  the b o d y ’s obedience 
to  the soul, that is, in the light o f  the “ voluntary” p ow er o f  the 
soul (or m ind) over the body .3 T o  com m and  is first o f  all to  will 
and to  “ subjugate” bodies to  o n e ’s will. O bed ience is to  m ove 
o n e ’s body  according to  an idea that the soul has form ed in 
recognition  o f  the w ill o f  another, and w hich  it has m ade its ow n, 
w h eth er voluntarily  o r under constraint. Y et this m atter rem ains 
an enigm a, for h o w  does the soul act u p o n  the body? H o w  does it 
“ com m and” its m ovem ents?

T o  this apparently  insoluble question, Spinoza provides a radical 
answer: the soul does n o t act upon  the body , any m ore than the 
body  acts upon  th e  soul. “T h e  b o d y  cannot determ ine the soul to 
th inking, and the soul cannot determ ine the body  to  m otion , to 
rest, o r to  anything else (if there is anything else)” (Ethics, IIIP2; 
translation m odified). It is true that it is m ost unlikely

that men can be induced to consider [these things] fairly . . . They are 
so firmly persuaded that the body now moves, now is at rest, solely 
from the soul’s command, and that it does a great many things which 
depend only on the soul’s will and its art o f  thinking. For indeed, no

3 In  the first version o f  the Social Contract, Rousseau restated tliis p o in t o f  v ie w : “Just as 
in  the constitution o f  m a n . the action o f  the soul o n  the b o d y  is the stu m b lin g  b lo c k  o f  
p h ilosop hy, so the action o f  the general w ill o n  the p o w e r  o f  the State is the stum bling 
b lo c k  o f  politics in  the constitution o f  the State. It  is here chat all legislators have c o m e  to 
g rie f” . Sec Th e  Social Contract, trans. M a u rice  C ran sto n  ( la n d o n :  P e n g u in , 1968), B o o k  I I I ,  
C h a p te r I.
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one has yet determined what the body can do . . . from the laws of 
Nature alone. . . .  So it follows that when men say that this or that 
action o f the body arises from the soul, which has power [imperium] 
over the body, they do not know what they are saying, and they do 
nothing but confess, in fine-sounding words, that they are ignorant of 
the true causes o f that action. . . . (I1IP25)

H ow ever, it must be adm itted  that, given the way in  w hich  
Spinoza has analysed natural causality (IIP7—9, 21 and schol.), the 
sequence (the “ order and connex ion ’’) o f  ideas in the soul is the 
same as the sequence o f  the m ovem ents o f  the body, and that every 
increase in the p o w er o f  the soul over its ow n  passions corresponds 
to  an increase in  the pow er o f  the body  (IIP13S, P39C ; IIIP llfF .; 
V P39). Let us adm it this proposition as an axiom . Its dem onstration 
depends upon  Spinoza’s conception  o f  nature, in w hich  “ soul” and 
“body” are n o t tw o  distinct “substances” b u t “ one and the same 
th ing” (in this case, one and the same individual). This individual 
is som etim es conceived o f  as a com plex  o f  ideas (in Spinoza’s 
terms, “u n d er the attribute o f  th o u g h t” , see IIP7), som etim es as a 
m aterial com plex (“under the attribute o f  extension”). Thus, the 
soul is defined as the idea o f the body (IIP11—13, 15—21; IIIP3). T h e  
m ajor critical consequence o f  this argum ent is that instead o f  
im agining a soul that is active insofar as the body  is passive, and 
vice versa, w e m ust now  im agine an activity, o r a passivity, that 
belongs sim ultaneously to  bo th  body and soul. H o w  does this 
unifying anthropological thesis, w hich  eliminates all no tion  o f  
hierarchy, sit w ith  Spinoza’s analysis o f  sociability and the State?

In the T T P, constancy o f  obedience was associated w ith  an 
“ internal act o f  the soul” (T T P , 251; translation m odified). Besides 
this general observation, the early text also offered a long descrip­
tion  o f  obedience as a behaviour, a w ay o f  life or, better, a praxis 
(TT P, 112ff, 266ff). W h at goes to  m ake up  this praxis? First, 
bodily  m ovem ents are o rdered  according to  fixed rituals, a collec­
tive discipline w hich  periodically brings the body back to  the same 
basic postures, reinforcing its habits th rough  present sensation. In 
parallel, w ith in  the soul, sequences o f  ideas are ordered  according 
to  m odels o f  action and th o u g h t that are p rov ided  by  historical and 
m oral stories, w hich  are considered as revealed truths. Discipline 
and m em ory, or repetition  and tem poral im agination, thus consti­
tu te  the tw o  opposing aspects o f  a single scenario. T hey  are
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consequences o f  the same affective com plex, form ed from  a 
com bination  o f  fear and hope, threats and promises, punishm ent 
and reward. T o  obey (but also its contrary, to disobey, to  transgress 
the law) is to be ruled at all tim es by this affective com plex.

In the propositions o f  the Ethics, this analysis is taken up  and 
considerably extended. T o  say that obedience implies fear and 
hope is to say that the subject w ho  obeys -  his body  and soul 
unified in a single “ desire” — imagines a p ow er tha t is superior to 
himself. If  he is to  obey constantly, the p ow er o f  the subject w ho 
com m ands his obedience m ust appear to  h im  to  be as great as 
possible. In w hich  case, it is n o t enough that he should feel fear, or 
even that he should conceive o f  a w ill that is the au thor o f  this law. 
H e m ust imagine the subject w h o  com m ands as om nipo ten t, and 
above all as o m nipo ten t w ith  respect to  h im self T h en  the orders 
he receives from  this subject will no t allow  for any indecision on 
his part, and even though they  may vary, they will rem ain beyond 
question. In o ther w ords, this subject m ust be im agined to be 
“ free” , that is, free from any external determ ination. B u t w h en  m en 
thus imagine a free pow er, they  arc th inking  first o f  themselves, 
then  o f  o ther m en (still according to  their idea o f  themselves), and 
finally o f  G od, conceived as a sovereign pow er on  the m odel o f  
m an. N o  im aginary object could be m ore am bivalent.

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.
Dem.: A thing we imagine to be free must be perceived through itself, 
without others (by ID7). So if  we imagine it to be the cause o f joy or 
sadness, we shall thereby love or hate it (by P13S), and shall do so with 
the greatest love or hate that can arise from the given affect (by P48). 
But if  we should imagine as necessary the thing which is the cause o f 
this affect, then (by the same ID7) we shall imagine it to be the cause 
o f the affect, not alone, but with others. And so (by P48) our love or 
hate toward it will be less. (IIIP49)

If  w e im agine the subject w ho  com m ands us to  b e  free in this 
sense, then w e w ill hold him  solely responsible for the good  and 
evil that befall us th rough  o u r obedience. T hus, imagining the freedom 
o f the other m ultiplies the am bivalent consequences o f  o u r obedience 
to men. T his explains w hy  the attitude o f  the masses tow ards those 
w h o  govern alternates betw een  adulation and contem pt. It also
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explains, a contrario, w hy the m ost stable State is that in w hich  the 
citizens have every reason to believe (because o f  the very  form  o f  
the institutions and the w ay in  w h ich  they function) that those 
w h o  govern them  are n o t “ all-pow erful” b u t are in fact determined 
in their decisions by a general necessity.

W h at is m ore, this also explains the am bivalence that character­
ises the effects o f  religion. W h en  w e im agine G o d  as a Law giver o r 
a M aster w h o m  w e cannot possibly hate (save at the price o f  an 
unbearable anxiety), the uncertainty that is p roduced  by the 
contrary m ovem ents o f  this affect (IIIP18 and schol.) is displaced, 
as is the hatred that exists alongside love (IIIP17 and schol.). Thus, 
instead o f  G od, ourselves and our fellow m en becom e the objects 
o f  a hatred that has no  limits. T his is the origin o f  the sadness that 
characterises religion, o f  hum ility  and “theological hatred” . O n  the 
o ther hand, th e  definition o f  reason itself is to  conceive o f  God as 
necessary, that is, as N atu re  itself in its im personal totality. I f  w e do 
so, all fear and all “ anger” disappear. T h e  love w e then  feel for 
G od  is w hat the fifth part o f  the Ethics calls an “intellectual love o f  
G o d ” , that is, b o th  know ledge and the desire for know ledge (VP20 
and P 32-33 ). W e no longer see G o d  as the subject w h o  com m ands 
us, and in re tu rn  w e are able to love o u r fellow m en, n o t as 
subjects w h o m  w e endow  w ith  a fictive freedom , nor as creatures 
w h o  obey o r disobey their creator, b u t as those natural beings w h o  
are m ost useful to  us and therefore m ost necessary. Paradoxically, 
to  see them  in  this w ay frees b o th  ourselves and o u r fellow m en as 
far as is possible from  dependence on  the passions. Spinoza calls this 
state o f  m utual freedom  friendship (1VP70—73).

These tw o  ideas -  th ink ing  o f  G o d  as necessary, o n  the one 
hand, and loving m en and seeking ou t their friendship because o f  
the reciprocal relation o f  utility that exists betw een  them  and 
ourselves, on the o ther — have im m ediate ethical implications. 
M oreover, they are inseparable, because on  the practical level they 
bo th  determ ine one and the same relationship betw een  the bodies 
concerned. T his relationship is one in w hich obedience tends to 
cancel itself ou t th rough its ow n  effects, as love and reason gradually 
gain the upper hand over fear and superstition. These tw o  ideas 
already underlay the argum ents o f  the T T P  and the TP, albeit in 
different ways. In  describing the organisation o f  a dem ocratic 
society, in w hich the sovereign (acting ou t o f  his o w n  self-interest)
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guaranteed freedom  o f  expression and religion to o k  the fo rm  o f  a 
universal faith tha t has been interiorised by  every individual, 
Spinoza was describing w hat w e recognise n o w  as a lim iting  case 
o f  this relationship. All discipline, and w ith  it all fear o f  punishm ent, 
was on  the side o f  the State, bu t at the same tim e this discipline 
tended to coincide w ith  th e  collective construction o f  the com m on  
interest (which is w hy it took  a contractual form ). All hope, on  the 
o ther hand, and w ith it all be lief in narratives o f  salvation, lay on  
the side o f  (true) religion, bu t at the same tim e this hope tended to 
coincide w ith  the im m ediate certainty th a t accom panies virtuous 
acts and love for o n e’s neighbour. T hese tw o  “rules o f  co n d u c t” 
(ratio vitae) (TT P , 101, 208—9, 217—18, etc.) did no t, how ever, 
simply m eld in to  one. R a th e r, w e m ight say that they exchanged 
the ir forms o f  action: on  the one side, the form  o f  law  and 
com m andm ent; on  the o ther, the affective p o w er o f  love betw een  
m en. Because Christians are also citizens living in  a State, they 
com e to  see the ir inner faith (fides) as a law; because the citizens 
are also believers w ho  see each o ther as “ neighbours” , their obedi­
ence to  the law  also takes the form  o f  a constant loyalty (fides).

H ow ever, this subtle arrangem ent m ay still strike us as deeply 
equivocal. T h e  collective n o rm  o f  obedience has n o t been  abol­
ished; on  the contrary, since it turns o u t in  the final analysis to 
consist in the conform ity o f  actions to  a rule, w hatever may be the 
m otives and the m eans by w hich  this conform ity is achieved (T T P , 
251—2). But, in practice, it is necessary to  ensure that the conflicts 
and the violence that w ould  be p roduced  by o u r im agining the 
freedom  o f  others are neutralised, so that each individual may 
accede to  the greatest possible effective freedom . For this to  be the 
case, w e have to  assume that the mass o f  m en have already 
collectively m astered the ir ow n passions, that they have already 
achieved their o w n  “ internal” liberation. Is this no t simply a 
u topian delusion, a w ay o f  supposing that the problem  w e are 
confronted  w ith  has in fact b een  solved in  advance?

It is significant that from  the outset the T P  refuses this appeal to  
utopia, by em phasising the irreducible antithesis betw een  the 
notions o f  obedience and freedom  (TP, IV, 5). T o  pass o ff 
obedience as such as freedom  w ould  be an exercise in mystification. 
T ru e  freedom  is synonym ous w ith  p ow er and independence, w hile 
obedience always implies a form  o f  dependency. B u t here again a
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rem arkable dialectic is set in m otion . R eason , in  itself, does no t 
“ com m and” anything, bu t it does show  that an ordered  State, 
w hich  is capable o f  ensuring its ow n  preservation, is the condition  
o f  any effective progress tow ards utility. Individuals w ho are guided 
by reason m ust therefore will the existence o f  such a State, w hich  
they w ou ld  obey in the same way as every o ther citizen. R ec ip ro ­
cally, the “ absolute” State, in the sense w e have already defined, 
will tend  above all to  its ow n  preservation. F rom  this po in t o f  
view , it is o f  course a m atter o f  indifference w h eth er the obedience 
o f  individuals is m otivated by  fear o r by love. B u t in o rder to 
ensure that their obedience is constant, the State m ust guarantee 
their security and its ow n  dom estic peace, and m ust on  no  account 
threaten to strip them  o f  th e  irreducible m in im um  o f  their 
individuality. As w e have seen, the w ho le  organisation o f  the 
“ absolute” State is in tended  to  induce those m en  w h o  are guided 
by their passions to act as i f  they w ere guided by reason (TP, X , 
4 —6). In  this sense, collective rationality can be said to include as 
the condition  o f  its possibility bo th  the obedience o f  the least 
reasonable individuals and that o f  the m ost reasonable, w hether 
those individuals govern o r are governed. It is this com m on rule 
w hich  gives know ledge (or reason) som e purchase on  the passions 
o f  the m ultitude. I f  every individual rem ained by himself, reason 
w ould  have n o  pow er over them .

T hus w e can see that the propositions w hich deal w ith  obedience 
and the transcendence o f  obedience m ake no  sense at the level o f  
the isolated individual, save perhaps as a provisional abstraction. 
“ Sequences” o f  ideas, like sequences o f  bodily  m ovem ents, b ind  
together all the individuals in nature, each w ith  his neighbour, 
even if  the w ay in w hich  they are thus determ ined can never be 
grasped in its entirety. W hen  an individual is passive, it is because 
his soul has been  subjugated by  the circulation o f  the affects and by 
the “ general ideas” that inhabit th e  collective im agination (accord­
ing to  the process o f  affective “ im itation” described above). His 
body  too will have been  sim ultaneously subjugated by the unres­
trained influence o f  all the surrounding  bodies. W h en  an individual 
is active, there is on  the contrary a coheren t o rder structuring the 
encounters betw een  his body and o ther bodies, and the ideas that 
are in his soul follow  on from  one ano ther according to “com m on 
notions” — in the double sense o f  co m m o n  to  all m en and com m on
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to  bo th  m en and nature as a w hole, that is to  say, objective. In both 
cases, we are dealing with modes o f communication: the very form which 
individuality takes is thus the result o f a given mode o f communication. 
W ith  this notion , w e com e to  w hat is perhaps the m ost profound 
o f  all Spinoza’s ideas.

“ Ethics” and C om m unication

T o  recapitulate: in classical terms, there are three problem s con­
nected  w ith  obedience to  the law. W h at is its psychic (or 
psychosomatic) m echanism? W h at is the relationship betw een  
obedience, fear (or constraint) and love? A nd h o w  does obedience 
relate to know ledge? (W hat relationships does it create betw een  
the “ wise” and the “ ignoran t” , betw een  know ledge and power?) 
For Spinoza, these three questions are in  reality a single p rob lem  to 
w hich  there is a single answer. Passion and reason are bo th , in the 
final analysis, m odes o f  com m unication  betw een  bodies and 
betw een  ideas o f  bodies. In  the same w ay, political regim es should 
be though t o f  as orders o f  com m unication: som e o f  them  are 
conflictual and unstable, others are coheren t and stable. O r  rather, 
in som e o f  them  the conflictual aspect tends to  overw helm  their 
coherence, w hile in others coherence tends to  prove stronger than 
the pull o f  conflict.

In fact, any real State contains w ith in  itself bo th  o f  these 
tendencies. It therefore also contains the tw o  lim iting  states that 
Spinoza defines th rough  the hypotheses o f  “ barbarity” , on  the one 
hand, and a com m unity  o f  m en “guided by R eason” , on  the other. 
G athered  together in fear o f  a com m on master, w hose pow er is at 
once real and im aginary (and m ore im aginary than real), and w ho  
him self lives in fear o f  those w h o  fear h im , individuals com m une 
in the same affects. T h ey  are b o th  fascinated and repelled by their 
fellow  m en , b u t they have no  true com m on object. T h eir 
com m unication, therefore, is m inim al, how ever m uch  noise it 
generates, and this state o f  society differs only in nam e from  a “ state 
o f  natu re” . In  these conditions, m ultitude is a synonym  for solitude 
(TP, V, 4; VI, 4), and any apparent unanim ity cannot long  survive 
so m uch latent antagonism . T h e  C ity , on  the o ther hand, how ever 
repressive it m ay be, always already includes “som ething [held] in 
co m m o n ” (Ethics, IVP29). W h ere  there is as yet no  com m on  good
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(that good  w hich  the young Spinoza, as early as the Treatise on the 
Emendation o f the Intellect, had referred to  as a “com m unicable 
g o o d ” , w ith o u t being  able to spell ou t all the im plications o f  this 
phrase), each m an nevertheless begins to  increase his strength as far 
as possible by  build ing on  the strength o f  others. In this w ay, an 
objective solidarity begins to take shape. Since no  individual is 
rigorously “ like” any o ther, each having his «own “tem peram en t” , 
m ultitude is then  synonym ous w ith  exchange (in the broadest 
possible sense -  exchange o f  properties is only one  aspect o f  this 
idea) and w ith  free com m unication  b etw een  irreducibly singular 
beings.

T he result is a perm anent tension betw een  tw o  sequences o f  
ideas and o f  m ovem ents. But this tension has no meaning as long as we 
imagine it as a static confrontation. In fact, it is no th ing  o ther than  the 
struggle o f  individuals w h o  have no  pre-established goal to trans­
form  their ow n  collective “ tem peram ent” . A t this poin t, it 
becom es clear that it w ould  be a mistake to  in terp ret Spinoza’s 
no tion  o f  th e  “preservation” o f  the body  politic as ideologically 
conservative. O n  the contrary, the m ore the body politic, that 
individual o f  individuals, develops its ow n pow ers, the m ore the 
real-im aginary com plexity o f  social relationships as Spinoza c o n ­
ceives it is revealed as a principle o f  m obility. O bed ience itself (and 
its correlative representation, the “ law ”), as it is institutionalised by 
the State, religion and m orality, is no t an im m utable given b u t the 
fulcrum  o f  a continual transition. O r, m ore precisely, since progress 
is never guaranteed, it is w hat is at stake in a praxis (a struggle?) 
w hose decisive m om ent is the transform ation o f  the m ode o f 
com m unication  itself.

Spinoza defines this praxis as a striving on  the part o f  individuals 
to  bring  abou t rationally those actions to  w hich  they  are usually 
determ ined by their passions. T his they can do  by  representing to 
themselves the necessity o f  those actions (Ethicsy IVP59). T h e  m ost 
effective form  o f  com m unication is that w hich  is achieved by 
means o f  rational know ledge. Individual reason by  itself is too  
w eak and m ust therefore always have recourse to  passions that are 
bad in  them selves (that is, are causes o f  sadness, such as glory, 
am bition, hum ility, and so on). In  this way, one affect can be used 
to overcom e another, and discipline can be im posed upon  the 
m ultitude (Ethics, IV P55 and P58). B u t know ledge is a process by
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w hich  com m unication  is continuously  being  im proved. It can 
m ultiply the pow er o f  every individual, even i f  som e individuals 
inevitably know  m ore than others. W e are as far here from  the 
idea o f the “philosopher k ing” (or from  any attribution o f  p ow er 
to  the guardians o f  know ledge) as w e are from  the idea o f  “salvation 
th rough  know ledge” , that is, know ledge as a speculative fortress 
against the evils o f  the w orld . B oth  these ideas share the assum ption 
that, to  paraphrase Spinoza, know ledge and praxis relate to one 
another as num erically distinct pow ers, as if  know ledge w ere  a 
“State w ith in  the S tate” . Spinoza was all too  familiar w ith  the use 
(and perversion) o f  know ledge in regimes organised around  “ th eo ­
cratic” superstition, and he tiever claim ed that rational know ledge 
could, as such, establish and justify  the obedience o f  those w h o  are 
ignorant to  those w h o  are wise. I f  know ledge did com e to  perform  
this function, it w o u ld  be reduced to  a n ew  form  o f  superstition, 
w ith  philosophers and scientists as its theologians and h igh priests.

B u t th e  T T P  had  already po in ted  o u t in passing tha t language 
contains at least one elem ent w hose integrity  cannot be destroyed 
by the m anipulations o f  the theologians. T h e  m eaning o f  w ords is 
im m une to  such corrup tion . Because “a language is preserved by 
the learned and unlearned alike” (T T P , 148), the m eaning o f  its 
w ords is therefore determ ined by  the com m on  usage o f  those 
w ords by bo th  the “ learned” and the “ unlearned”, insofar as there 
is com m unication betw een  them .

T h e  Ethics helps us to  bu ild  on  this notation  th ro u g h  its analysis 
o f  the form  o f  the successive “ types o f  know ledge” (im agination, 
scientific reason and “intellectual love o f  G o d ”). K now ledge begins 
w ith  o u r use o f  the w ords o f  the language, in descriptions and 
stories. T his first genre is inadequate by  its very nature, for its 
operative principle is to summ arise the irreducible experience o f  
each individual (sensations, m em ories, affects) under a series o f  
common nouns w h ich  stand for abstract and general notions (Ethics, 
IIP40 and schol.). T h e  rational know ledge provided by  the last tw o  
genres does no t, how ever, lead us away from  this com m on  elem ent 
o f  language and in to  an incom m unicable “ vision” , though  Spinoza 
still uses the old term  intuitive knowledge to  refer to  the explanation 
o f  singular objects by  their im m anent causes. R a ther, a form  o f  
intellectual w ork  enables prim ary usage to be corrected, so that the 
sequence o f  w ords accurately reflects relationships o f  natural
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necessity (IIP18S; VP1). By this process, w ords com e to  refer to  
common notions. This allows us to  define m ore precisely the place o f  
know ledge in  the life o f  the m ultitude. If  no  man ever thinks 
alone, then w e m ight say that to know  really is to  th ink  ever less 
by  oneself. T h e  tru th  o f  this does no t depend on  w hich individuals 
have access to  true ideas. M oreover, every individual has at least 
“ one  true idea” , even if  it is only the idea o f  w hat is useful to  him , 
w hich  contains the seed o f  the equation  betw een  freedom  and the 
pow er to  act. This idea can be logically connected  to  the ideas o f  
others (IIP43 and 47). T hus political society contains an im m anent 
p o w er th rough  w hich  it can be transform ed so as to  becom e the 
context o f  a life that is properly “ hum an ” , a life that is lived w ith
j°y*

Because life in society is a com m unicative activity, know ledge 
has two practical dimensions: one  o f  w h ich  relates to  conditions, 
and the o th e r to  effects. I f  w e agree w ith  Spinoza — and  to the 
ex ten t that w e do  agree — that com m unication is structured by  
relationships o f  ignorance and know ledge, superstition, and ideo­
logical antagonism , w hich  are invested w ith  hum an desire and 
w hich  express an activity o f  o u r bodies themselves, then  w e m ust 
also agree that know ledge is a praxis, and that the struggle for 
know ledge (that is, philosophy) is a political praxis. W ith o u t this 
praxis, the decision-m aking processes that converge upon dem oc­
racy, as described in the TP, w ould  be simply unintelligible. In  this 
way, w e can see w h y  the essential elem ent in Spinoza’s conception 
o f  dem ocracy is freedom  o f  com m unication . W e can also see w hy 
the theory  o f  the “ body  po litic” is neither a straightforward 
“physics” o f  pow er, nor a psychological analysis o f  the submission 
o f  the masses, n o r a m ethod  for formalising a juridical order, bu t 
the search for a strategy o f  collective liberation, w hose guiding 
m otto  w ould  be as many as possible, thinking as much as possible 
(Ethics, V P5—10). T hus, finally, w e see w hy  the set purpose o f  the 
philosopher — his “ eth ic” — is n o t to  prepare o r  announce the 
revolution b u t to  take the risk o f  th ink ing  in full view  o f  his public. 
T hat is no t a risk that m any revolutions have been prepared to 
take.



P o l i t i c s  a n d  C o m m u n i c a t i o n

As w e have seen, the different modalities o f  com m unication  
occupy a central place in Spinoza’s argum ent in the Ethics. In this 
final chap ter,1 I w an t both  to explore this them e further and to  go 
back over certain o f  the m ain conclusions I have reached so far. 
M y purpose in doing  so is to  show  h o w  the w hole o f  Spinoza’s 
philosophy, insofar as it m akes metaphysics inseparable from  politics 
(this unity o r reciprocal presupposition being precisely w hat is 
m eant here by an “ eth ic”), can be understood as a highly original 
philosophy o f  com m unication.

D isagreem ent over the in terpretation o f  Spinoza’s philosophy 
has always centred on  three m ain questions:

1. Ih e  question o f nature: Spinoza is now  famous, and was once 
notorious, for having identified “ G o d ” and “ natu re” (Deus sive 
natura), and for having described all reality as a “ m o d e” o f  this 
unique substance.2 W as his philosophy therefore a form  o f

' T h is  fifth chapter, w h ic h  d id  not figure in the original Fre n ch  edition  o f  Spinoza and 
Politics, is based ori a lecture g ive n  to  an audience o f  p hilosop hy teachers at the U n ive rs ity  
o f  C re te il and orig in a lly  published in  the jo u rn a l Questions de philosophic, n o . 39. Ju n e  1989.

2 T h e  expression Deus sive natura ra p id ly  becam e, and to some extent still is, a m otto  
w h ic h  was held to sum m arise the essence o f  S p in o za ’s th in kin g . T h re e  qualifications are 
necessary, h o w e ve r. First, although this phrase perfecdy sums u p  the doctrines set o u t in  the 
first part o f  the Ethics ( i f  w e  understand Deus and Natura  as tw o  equivalent “ names”  fo r the 
infinite  substance), it docs n o t actually appear in  the text o f  the Ethics until the preface to 
part I V .  T h is  does n o t reduce its im portance, b u t it does s h o w  that Spinoza's use o f  it is 
contextual, as the perfect antidote to the system o f  “ h um a n b o n d a g e " w h ic h  is the subject 
o f  this section. Se cond, it can be seen as a displacem ent o r  reversal o f  those “ tautological” 
form ulae w h ic h  arc the param ount (and totalitarian) expression o f  the theological and 
theological-political ideologies: “ G o d  is G o d " ,  “ T h e  la w  is the la w ” . T h is  is the o rig in  o f  its 
subversive p o w e r. T h ir d ,  the appearance o f  this phrase is n o t unprecedented b u t in  fact 
constitutes the final stage o f  a le n gth y history. T h e  tw o  m ost im p orta n t preceding stages 
w e re , o n  the one hand, the Stoics' and N e o -S to ic s ’ use o f  the sym m etrical and p ro p e rly
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pantheism ? W as it a radically mechanistic vision? A nd doesn’t 
such a thesis lead inevitably to  an absurdity, that is, to  the 
liquidation o f  all m oral values? Bayle was am ong the first to  
ironise on  this them e: “ in Spinoza’s system all those w h o  say the 
Germans killed ten thousand Turks speak badly and falsely, unless 
they m ean by  that, God modified into Germans kilted God modified 
into ten thousand Turks.”3

2. The question o f man: w hat is Spinoza’s anthropology? W hat 
w e have ju s t said points tow ards a first aporia, for in such a 
naturalistic perspective hum an  reality w ou ld  seem  to  b e  necess­
arily deprived o f  all autonom y. Spinoza goes on  to assert a strict 
correlation betw een  the soul and the body, since the form er is 
m erely “ the idea” o f  the latter. (This position is generally 
referred to  as “parallelism” , even though  this term  does n o t 
appear in Spinoza’s w ritings and is in any case equivocal in its 
m eaning.)4 Y et none o f  this prevents Spinoza from  describing 
hum an perfection as intellectual know ledge and the achievem ent 
o f  freedom .

3. 'The question o f right: in his explicidy political w orks, Spinoza 
proposes that right is no th ing  o ther than p o w er (that o f  the 
individual o r  that o f  the collectivity): “ For exam ple, fish are 
determ ined by nature to  swim, and the big ones to eat the smaller 
ones. T hus it is by  sovereign natural right that fish inhabit w ater, 
and the b ig  ones eat the smaller ones” (TT P, 237). H e  then 
im m ediately claims that this definition contains w ith in  itself a

pantheistic form ula Natura sive Deus (sec Jacqueline  Lagree, Juste Lipse et la rcstauration du 
stoicisme [Pans: L ib ra iric  V r in ,  1994], pp . 52ff.) and, o n  the other, die sixth o f  Descartes’ 
Meditations, “ F o r  b y  nature considered in  general, I understand here n o th in g  else b u t G o d  
h im se lf \per naturam . . . nihil nunc aliud quam vel Deum  ipsum], o r  the o rd e r and arrangem ent 
[coordinationcm] that G o d  has established am ong created things” (Descartes, Meditations, 
Synopsis, in  The Philosophical IVntings o f Descartes, trans. J o h n  C o it in g h a m , R o b e rt  Stoothoft 
and D u g a ld  M u rd o c h  [C a m b rid g e : C a m b rid g e  U n iv e rs ity  Press, 1984], v o l. V I I ,  p . 6 4 ).

y Pierre Bayle, "S p in o za ” , rem ark N . I V  in the Dictionnaire historique el critique (1 6 96 ), 
cited in  Bayle, Ecrits sur Spinoza, texts chosen and presented b y  Françoisc C h a rlc s -D a u b e rt 
and Pâcrre-François M o re a u  (Paris: L ’autrc R iv e  -  B e rg  International E d ite u r, 1983), p. 69.

4 T h e  te rm  "parallelism ” seems to  have been invented b y  L e ib n iz , w h o  applied it to his 
o w n  theory o f  the correspondence betw een the soul and the b o d y , w h ic h  was based o n  the 
d o c tn n c  o f  “ pre-established h a rm o n y” . B y  a strange m isunderstanding, w h ic h  w o u ld  m erit 
detailed analysis, it  later cam e to be used b y  historians o f  p hilosop hy to refer p rin cipa lly  to 
S pinoza’s conception  o f  the identity b e tw e e n the "o rd e r and co n n e ctio n ” o f  th o u g h t and 
that o f  extension: Ethics, IIP 7  and schol. C f . G .  D e le u ze , Spinoza et le problthne de Vexpression 
(Paris: Editions d c  M in u it . 1968). p. 95.
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foundation for freedom , in this case civil freedom , as it exists in 
and through the State. Y et this claim is far from  straightforward, 
as his tw o  m ain political w orks (the T T P  and the TP) show  w hen  
they draw  substantially different conclusions from  this single 
principle. W here  the one  argues for the lim itation o f  the State, 
the o ther defends its absolute character. In these conditions it is 
hardly surprising that the ir theoretical heritage has been so vari­
ous, the T T P  being  to  theoreticians o f  the Rechtsstaat (“ State o f  
righ t”) w hat the T P  is to proponents o f  the Machtsstaat (“State 
o f  force”). In this way, the tw o  term s that w ere paradoxically 
unified by Spinoza’s definition are separated once again, o r  if  no t 
separated, then  in terpreted  as privileging one over th e  other.

In this concluding chapter, I shall n o t try to  solve all these 
problem s. B ut 1 do  w ant to  show  how  light can be shed on  them  
by in terrogating the consequences o f  the idea that Spinoza’s 
philosophy is, in a strong sense o f  the term , a philosophy o f  
communication — or, even better, o f  modes o f communication — in 
w hich  the theory o f  know ledge and the theory o f  sociability are 
closely in tertw ined. Spinoza him self addressed this idea in his 
theory o f  “ com m on notions” . By this concept, he was referring 
sim ultaneously to  the universality o f  reason and to  the institution 
o f  a collectivity. C o m m o n  notions are the true ideas that underlie 
any dem onstrative science and that are “equally in the part and in 
the w h o le” (Ethics, IIP37), that is to  say, are inheren t to  hum an 
nature in particular as they are to natural causality in general. T hey  
are also com m on to  all m en insofar as they com e toge ther to  live 
and to  think, w hatever their degree o f  w isdom  or their social 
condition. It is this fundam ental notion  w hich w e must now  
analyse if  w e w ant to grasp m ore frilly the relationship betw een  the 
function and forms o f  the State, the definition o f  individuality and 
the true nature o f  freedom . In  this way, w e  will see how  the 
problem  that p rovided Spinoza w ith  his theoretical prem ise turns 
o u t to be also the practical objective o f  his philosophy.

P ow er and Freedom

T h e  them e o f  com m unication  is already present in the first text 
that can w ith  any certainty be attributed to  Spinoza, the Treatise on
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the Emendation o f the Intellect (T R E ), w hich  was w ritten  circa 1660. 
It begins thus:

After experience had taught me that all things which regularly occur in 
ordinary life are empty and fiitile . . .  I resolved at last to try and find 
out whether there was anything which would be the true good, 
capable o f  communicating itself [verum bonum, et sui commutiicabile], and 
which alone would affect the mind, all others being rejected -  whether 
there was something which, once found and acquired, would contin- 
ously give me the greatest joy, to eternity. (TRE, 1)

This good  turns o u t to be no th ing  o ther than know ledge or, to 
p u t it in  Spinoza’s o w n  term s, the true idea o f  singular things. Its 
acquisition seems to depend above all on  a m oral and intellectual 
ascesis, w hich  Spinoza calls the “ true life” . W e are certainly m eant 
to  understand that those m en w h o  aspire to such know ledge will 
find themselves draw n in to  a free and equal com m unity  w ith  one 
another (that is, friendship). B ut it is difficult to  th ink o f  such a 
com m unity  as anything o ther than a retreat from  political realities. 
Y et there is no  sign o f  any such retreat in the three great w orks o f  
Spinoza’s m aturity, the TTP, the Ethics and the TP. T h ey  may 
differ greatly in con ten t and in style, bu t they are all three 
sim ultaneously w orks o f  philosophy and political inquiries. O n e  o f  
the m ost original aspects o f  Spinoza’s though t, as w e have already 
show n, is to  have abolished the separations and hierarchical order 
that used to  exist betw een  the different dom ains o f  know ledge. In 
this, his approach to philosophy was com pletely new , and to this 
day has found  few  disciples. His w ork  is n o t divided into a 
metaphysics (or an ontology) on  the one hand and a politics or an 
ethics, w h ich  are seen as “ secondary” applications o f  “ first” 
philosophy, on  the other. From  the very beginning, his metaphysics 
is a philosophy o f  praxis, o f  activity; and his politics is a philosophy, 
for it constitutes the field o f  experience in w hich  hum an  nature 
acts and strives to  achieve liberation. It is necessary to  insist o n  this 
poin t, w hich has often been m isunderstood. Spinoza’s w orks have 
too  often been  cut in  tw o: “ metaphysicians” busied themselves 
w ith  the Ethics, w hich  they placed in the great sequence o f  
ontologies and theories o f  know ledge that stretches from  Plato to 
Descartes, K ant and Hegel, w hile “political scientists” concentrated 
on the tw o  treatises, w hich  they  classed w ith  the w orks o f  Locke,
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H obbes, G rorius and Rousseau as the classical theories o f  natural 
right and the State. As a result, the fact that the very core o f  the 
Ethics is an analysis o f  sociability has rem ained largely unexplored. 
Y et w ith o u t this analysis, Spinoza’s definitions o f  right and the 
State w ould  be unintelligible.

B oth  the T T P  and the T P  begin w ith  identical definitions o f  
right as pow er. T his defin ition is universal: it applies to  the 
individual’s right, the right o f  the State, the right o f  N ature  as a 
w hole and o f  all its parts. It is n o t simply a definition, it is a thesis: 
every right is limited (except for the right o f  G od), b u t its limits have 
no th ing  to  d o  w ith  either a prohib ition  o r an obligation. T hey  are 
sim ply the limits o f a real power. T aken  to  its logical consequences, 
this principle is extraordinarily subversive. Its total realism under­
m ines absolutely any pretensions to  an authority  tha t w ou ld  be 
superior to  the interests o f  individuals. A State w hich  cannot 
im pose its authority  on  its subjects, either by constraint o r  by 
consensus, has no  right over them , and thus no  right to  exist. 
C ontracts o f  every sort have no  validity beyond  the benefits that 
the different parties may derive from  them . B ut, at the same tim e, 
an individual can claim  no  right over and against the State, except 
for that w hich  he is able, alone o r w ith  others, to  enforce. T h e  
m ost pow erful State is also tha t w hich has the m ost extensive right. 
B u t experience shows that this State is no t the authoritarian State, 
m uch  less a State that rules by  violence, and w hich  will, sooner or 
later, be overth row n by violence. It is the reasonable State w hich  
com m ands the greatest obedience, because it “ reigns over the souls 
o f  its subjects’’ (7 T P , 251; translation m odified), that is, because it 
obtains each m an’s inner loyalty to  the public order. Likewise, the 
m ost pow erful individual is also the individual w h o  has the m ost 
extensive right. B ut he is no t the individual w ho , by  som e 
unsustainable fiction, contrives to  live in total isolation from  (or 
opposition to) all o ther m en. Isolation is synonym ous w ith  poverty , 
and antagonism  implies a system o f  reciprocal threat and constraint. 
T h e  right o f  the individual, like that o f  the State, consists rather o f  
all that he is effectively able to  do  (and think) in a given situation.

All o f  w hich  am ounts to  saying that the idea o f  a “ theoretical 
righ t” , conceived along the lines o f  a capacity o r  an authority  that 
m ight exist independendy o f  its being exercised, is absurd. E very 
right is defined in  relation to  a concrete reality, because it
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corresponds to  the activity o f  one or m ore individuals. This explains 
w hy Spinoza was keen to distance h im self from  H obbes o n  this 
fundam ental poin t, for in H obbes’s though t “ Law, and FLight, 
differ as m uch, as O bligation  and L iberty” ,s and natural rights m ust 
give w ay to  civil rights. N atu re  m ust b e  replaced by an artificial 
juridical o rder if  there is to  b e  security and safety betw een  m en o f  
opposing interests. “W ith  regard to  political theory, the difference 
betw een  H obbes and myself, w hich  is the subject o f  your inquiry, 
consists in this, that I always preserve the natural right in its 
entirety , and 1 ho ld  that the sovereign p ow er in a State has right 
over a subject only in p ropo rtion  to the excess o f  its p o w er over 
that o f  a subject. T h a t is always the case in  a state o f  natu re” (The 
Letters, L, p. 258). W e should rem em ber that the sovereign, for 
Spinoza, m ay take any form , m ay be a m onarch  o r the citizen body 
(w ho are thus their o w n  “subjects”). W h e th e r there is conflict or 
collaboration betw een  pow ers, inequality o f  b irth  o r civic equality, 
civil w ar o r  dom ination by foreign pow ers, every concrete situation 
is determ ined, to  different degrees, by  natural right. T hus there is 
no  contradiction betw een  positive rights and natural rights. Indeed, 
n o t only do  the form er not replace the latter, b u t insofar as they are 
effective they are identical w ith  th em .6

This concep tion  o f  right will have three particularly im portant 
consequences:

1. T h e  freedom  o f  the individual, w hoever he m ay be, and 
inasm uch as it has no t been reduced  to  a purely formal 
pretension, may b e  endangered b o th  by his internal weaknesses 
and by external enem ies. T h e  individual w h o  is sui juris (inde­
pendent) is n o t exem pted  from  observing the law, b u t he is no t 
constrained (or only  as little as possible) by  others and by  the 
general law.

2. T h e  no tion  o f  a state o f  nature as it was conceived by  the 
classical theoreticians, that is, as an origin, w hether historic or

* T h o m a s  H ob b e s. Lewathan, cd. R ic h a rd  T u c k  (C a m b rid g e : C a m b rid g e  U n iv e rs ity  
Press, 1 991), part I, chapter 14. p . 91.

6 T h e  effective p o w e r o f  positive rights is w hat Kelsen w o u ld  later call their Wirksamkeit. 
inasm uch as they arc additional to  the ord e r o f  legitim acy o r  Rcchtfertigung. F o r  this 
com parison, see M a n fre d  W a lth e r, “ Spinoza u n d  d er R echtsposirivism us” , in Spinoza nelV 
3 5 0 . Anniuersario della nasdta. Proceedings o f  the First Italian International Congress o n  
Spinoza, ed. E m ilia  G ia n c o tn  (N a p o li: B ib lio p o lis , 1985).
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ideal, and w hether a state o f  innocence (R ousseau’s “ noble 
savage”) o r perversity (H obbes’s puer robustus)y tends here to  be 
gradually deprived o f  its object. In the lim iting case, Spinoza’s 
argum ent w ill lead to  th e  paradox o f  a natural right without a 
corresponding state o f nature.

3. T h e  “ m u ltitude” is n o t (as it is for H obbes and for m any 
others) the antithesis o f  the “peop le” , to  w h o m  it is opposed as 
the savage state is to  an ordered  society. Spinoza lived at a tim e 
o f  considerable unrest, and he saw clearly that the p rob lem  posed 
by the violence o f  the masses (w hether overt o r latent) cannot 
be dealt w ith  by  trying to  evacuate that violence, by  expelling it 
from  the com m on space. R a th e r, to  com e to term s w ith  
violence is the true object o f  politics. Y et as w e shall see Spinoza 
cam e to  change his m ind  quite considerably on  this p o in t in later 
years.

“ Desire Is M an’s Very Essence”

T h e  theses w e have been  discussing contain  an im plicit an th ropo l­
ogy. ,T h a t is, they  suggest an original answ er to  the age-old 
question: “W h at is m an?” T h e  Ethics assembles this answer, 
g round ing  it on  a fundam ental proposition: “ Desire is m an’s very 
essence” (IIIP95). T his proposition itself derives from  an onto log i­
cal principle: “ Each thing, as far as it can, and as far as it lies in 
itself, strives [conatur] to  persevere in its being” (that is, it does so as 
far as it can by  its o w n  p o w er and in accord w ith  its essence) (IIIP6; 
translation m odified). H o w  are w e to understand these statements?

Spinoza uses the term  desire (appetitus, cupiditas) to  refer b o th  to 
the individual’s effort to  preserve his o w n  being  (his ow n  form) 
and  to  the peculiarly hum an consciousness o f  this effort. B u t he is 
careful to distinguish b etw een  this desire and the will. T h e  w ill is 
the nam e w e give to  each m an’s effort to  preserve him self w hen , 
by  a fiction, w e th ink  o f  the soul in isolation from  the body. 
Desire, on  the o ther hand, is the same effort as it relates “ inseparably 
to  the soul and the b o d y ” (translation m odified). T o  define m an 
by  his will gives us a partial and inadequate idea o f  w hat m an is. 
Every m an is a un ity  o f  soul and body. H e  is neither th e  com posite 
o f  a form  and a substance (as the Aristotelian tradition has it) n o r 
the union  o f  tw o  substances (according to  Descartes’ reinterpreta­
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tion o f  the C hristian  tradition). R a ther, soul and body  are tw o  
expressions o f  a single entity , that is, o f  one and the same individual 
(IIP7S). It is perhaps better for us to  reverse the habitual o rder o f  
these notions and to  understand Spinoza’s idea thus: m an ’s unity  is 
that o f  a single desire for self-preservation, w hich  is sim ultaneously 
expressed th rough  the actions and the passions o f  the body , and 
th rough  the actions and passions o f  the soul (that is, th rough  
sequences o f  m ovem ents and sequences o f  ideas). T hese sequences 
are substantially identical, because they express the same individual 
essence; b u t they do  so differently, thus expressing the irreducible 
m ultiplicity o f  the orders o f  natural causality.

This is adm ittedly a difficult thesis, b u t its polem ical significance 
is quite  clear. Spinoza rejects all the traditional forms o f  hierarchy 
betw een  soul and body. T his refusal will in  effect rehabilitate the 
body  and overturn , b o th  in ethics and in politics, o u r assumptions 
abou t mastery and obedience. This is so, w h eth er the relationship 
o f  obedience is to  oneself o r  to  an “external” authority  — an 
individual o r  an idea, such as the idea o f  G od , w hich  is necessarily 
related to certain m ovem ents o f  the body. A ccording to Spinoza, 
w e do  no t know  ju st h o w  far the p ow er o f  the body  extends. W e 
have therefore no  reason to  im pose upon  it arbitrary and repressive 
limits, and in particular no  reason to forbid it from  having access to 
know ledge. O n  the contrary, w e should th ink o f  the soul in general 
as “ the idea o f  the b o d y ” (I1P13). This idea can never be totally 
adequate, b u t its “ first and principal” aspect is always “ the striving 
. . . to  affirm the existence o f  the b o d y ” (IIIP10D ). This rehabili­
tation, how ever, is certainly n o t to  be achieved by reducing the 
soul to  the body , since neither is the essence o r the cause o f  the 
o ther. Spinoza is no  “ spiritualist” , b u t neither is he a materialist, at 
least in the usual sense o f  the term . H e m aintains, paradoxically, 
that because o f  the identity  o f  the sequences o f  w hich  they are 
com posed, the soul can no  m ore act upon  the body than the body 
can act upon  the soul. T h e  m ind-body  problem , that m ajor 
obsession runn ing  th rough  the history o f  philosophy, is elim inated 
at a single stroke. Instead o f  th inking  o f  the soul as active to the 
ex ten t that the body  is passive, and vice versa, w e have to  im agine 
an activity and a passivity that concern  sim ultaneously b o th  the 
soul and the body. As a result, social relationships to o  m ust be 
im agined as b o th  ideological relationships (in souls) and physical
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relationships (in bodies) that are exactly correlated w ith  each o ther 
and that express the same desire for self-preservation o n  the part o f  
the individual, w h e th e r that desire is com patible o r n o t w ith  the 
desires o f  o ther individuals and com plexes o f  individuals (such as 
the narion o r the State).

Desire, as Spinoza understands it, is n o t the expression o f  a lack. 
O n  the contrary, it is essentially positive (since every individual in 
nature will tend  to  preserve its being and its form  — indeed, this 
activity is its “ essence”). B u t it is the expression o f  a finitude , a 
finitude w e have already encoun tered  in  connection  w ith  the 
notion  o f  right. For no  individual has the p o w er to preserve h im self 
absolutely. All he can do is obstruct, w ith  m ore o r  less success and 
perm anence, those internal and external causes w hich  tend to  his 
destruction. For tha t reason he m ust pursue o r escape from  certain 
objects, w hich  may be hum an  (and therefore the bearers o f  o ther 
desires) o r not, im aginary o r real, objects o f  faith o r o f  know ledge. 
A m ajor part o f  Spinoza's originality is to  have proposed that the 
object o f  desire is neither p redeterm ined  n o r already defined, bu t 
is changeable and can be substituted. T h e  one exception  to  this 
rule is the desire for rational know ledge (know ledge “ by causes”), 
w hose object is any singular thing. T hat is w hy  the essential 
distinction here is no t tha t betw een  the conscious and the uncon­
scious, b u t betw een  activity and passivity, depending  o n  w hether 
the individual is dom inated  by  the object on  w hich  his desire has 
focused o r  w hether he becom es him self th a t object's “ adequate 
cause” . All the po lym orphous form s o f  desire are no th ing  o ther 
than  a certain degree o f  activity w hich  is sufficient to  overcom e 
passivity, a (positive) differential betw een  life and death.

Clearly, then , the te rm  “ essence” is being  used here in a rather 
unusual sense. T h e  contexts o f  the definitions I have cited  above 
are very clear on  this point: “ essence” does n o t refer to  a general 
idea o f  hum anity , an abstract concept u n d er w hich  all individuals 
are subsum ed and their differences neutralised. O n  th e  contrary, it 
refers precisely to  the p o w er that singularises each individual, 
conferring u p o n  him  a un ique destiny. T hus, to affirm that desire 
is the essence o f  m an is to affirm that every individual is irreducible 
in the difference o f  his ow n  desire. W e m igh t say this is a form  o f  
“ nom inalism ” , since Spinoza considers the hum an species to be an 
abstraction. O n ly  individuals exist, in the strong sense o f  the term .
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B ut this nom inalism  has no th ing  to do w ith  atom istic individualism: 
to  say that all individuals are different (or, better, that they  act and 
suffer in different ways) is n o t to  say that they can be isolated from  
one another. T he idea o f  such an isolation is sim ply ano ther 
m ystificatory abstraction. It is the relationship o f  each individual to 
o ther individualities and their reciprocal actions and passions w hich  
determ ine the form  o f  the individual’s desire and actuate its pow er. 
Singularity is a trans-individual function. I t is a function o f  
com m unication .

B u t this definition o f  desire has yet ano ther consequence, for 
Spinoza goes on  to  reject the traditional distinction betw een  
know ledge and affectivity. Again, rather than reducing  one  aspect 
to the o ther, he displaces the term s o f  the debate itself. Fie does so 
by  extending his critique o f  th e  no tion  o f  the w ill. T h e  notion  o f  
the will is no t only an abstraction, w h ich  derives from  a false idea 
o f  the soul, it rests on  a com plete failure to understand w hat an 
idea is. An idea, or a com plex o f  ideas, is no t a p icture, an image o f  
things deposited “ in the soul” ; it is an action on  the part o f  a 
th ink ing  individual, w h o  at the same tim e is affected by o ther 
individuals (hum an o r not), o r  on  the part o f  several individuals 
th inking together, that is, form ing the same idea. T h ere  is therefore 
no  reason after the event to  add a special act o f  will o r a special 
effect p roduced  by an em otion  in o rder for this idea to  pass from  
the sphere o f  thought in to  the sphere o f  praxis. Every idea is always 
already accom panied by  an affect (joy o r sadness, and — as a 
consequence — love o r hate, hope or fear, and so on). Conversely, 
every afreet is tied to a representation (a verbal image o r a concept). 
T h e  strongest ideas, and in particular “ adequate” ideas, w h ich  are 
intrinsically true, are also the strongest affects. F or Spinoza, they 
are joyful because they are linked to  m an’s striving to  im agine 
those things that increase the p o w er o f  his body  to act and thereby 
the p ow er o f  his soul as well (II1P11 and schol.). B ut the most 
v io lent affects are those w hich  are inheren t in the m ost vivid 
images, w hether they are clear and intelligible o r not. W hen  we 
k n o w  things adequately (“by their causes”) w e are no t thereby cut 
o ff from  the affective register; on  the contrary, w e tend  to tu rn  all 
o u r affects in to  joyful passions. Conversely, it w ould  be entirely 
false to th ink  that the life o f  the passions, w hich  is characterised by  
“vacillation o f  the sou l” and by inner conflict, corresponds to the
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absence o f  all know ledge; fo r if  w e are th ink ing  (and to  suffer is to  
th ink), then  w e also know  som ething, albeit in the w eakest possible 
form  — that o f  im agining external objects on  the basis o f  the effects 
they produce in  us, faced w ith  w hich  w e  feel ourselves to  be 
relatively im po ten t. T his is, o f  course, an illusion o r a m isapprecia- 
tion . B ut even such an illusion is n o t an absence o f  know ledge; it 
to o  is a “ form  o f  know ledge” . Spinoza says that man is always 
thinking (but he does n o t always th in k  adequately). W e  m ight add 
that he always know s som ething, ju s t as he is always affected by  jo y  
o r sadness at his thoughts and for the objects o f  his thoughts. H ere  
Spinoza clearly anticipates Freud, w hose doctrine is characterised 
less by  the im portance it places o n  affectivity than by  the im port­
ance it places o n  the ro le  o f  th o u g h t in affectivity.

T h e  artificial distinction betw een  know ledge and affectivity, 
w hich  is part o f  the doctrine o f  b o th  the intellectualist and the 
irrationalist, m ust therefore be replaced by  ano ther distinction: that 
betw een  different types o f knowledge, w h ich  correspond to  different 
affective regimes. T ogether, these tw o  elem ents form  a “w ay o f  life” . 
T h ere  are tw o  m ain types o f  know ledge, w hich  Spinoza refers to 
as im agination and reason, and w hich  stand in  opposition  to  each 
o th e r as passive to  active. O n ce  m ore, w e are confronted w ith  an 
anthropological distinction w hose political significance is im m edi­
ately evident. Som e m en live in the w orld  o f  the im agination. 
Spinoza is continually h in ting  that this is the fate o f  the masses, at 
least in m ost historical situations, w hich  w ould  explain the disturb­
ances to  w hich  regimes founded on  superstition are p rone, 
especially theocracies and m onarchies. A m inority  o f  m en  have 
access to  the w orld o f  reason, thanks to  their circum stances and to 
their personal endeavours. It w ould seem  that, if  a truly dem ocratic 
regim e w ere to be b rough t about, this m inority  w ould  have to 
becom e a m ajority. H ow ever, i f  w e look m ore closely at the 
argum ent o f  the Ethics and the 7 T P , w e will see tha t this sim ple 
presentation is too  m echanical. In  reality, all m en  live in  b o th  the 
w orld  o f  the im agination and that o f  reason. In every m an there is 
already som e reason (that is, som e true ideas and som e joyful 
passions), i f  only because o f  th e  partial know ledge he has o f  his 
ow n  usefulness; and in every m an there is still som e im agination 
(even w h en  he has acquired m any true ideas th rough  science and 
philosophy and from  his ow n  experience), if  only because o f  his
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o w n  inability to dom inate all external causes (w hich w e may 
collectively refer to as “fo rtune”). T h e  fundam ental p rob lem  o f  all 
politics, w hich  is already the p rob lem  o f  political institutions and 
o f  the preservation o f  the State, is to  k n o w  how  reason and 
im agination interact, how  they  contribu te to  sociability. In  the 
previous chapter, w e saw h o w  Spinoza analyses this question 
th rough  a “ double dem onstration” and a “ double com m entary” 
(scholium) on  proposition  37 in part IV o f  the Ethics, w here  he sets 
o u t “ the foundations o f  the C ity ” .

T h e  first dem onstration  and the first scholium  explain the rational 
genesis o f  the C ity. M en w ho  are guided by  reason (and insofar as 
they  are so guided) seek w hat is useful to  them . W hat is m ost 
useful to any m an is o ther m en, w hose strength, w hen  com bined 
w ith  his ow n, will provide h im  w ith  greater security, prosperity 
and know ledge. T h e  desire for self-preservation therefore rationally 
implies, for each m an, that he should desire w hat is good  for others 
and w ant to  form  a stable association w ith  them . It m ust be 
em phasised that, in line w ith  the anthropological theses discussed 
above, m en are reciprocally useful to  one another n o t to  the extent 
tha t they are identical and interchangeable (that each can take the 
place o f  any o ther and “ establish the m axim  o f  his action as a 
universal law ” , as K ant was to say som e tim e later), b u t precisely 
insofar as they differ from  each o ther in their “ tem peram ent” 
(ingenium), that is, in their capacities and their characters. T o  desire 
the good o f  others as a function  o f  m y o w n  good (and thus to 
anticipate m y ow n  good  th rough  the good o f  others), so as to be 
able to  use others and to  be used by  them , is therefore in no  way 
to  desire that those others should be like m e, should act like me 
and adopt m y opinions. O n  the contrary, it is to desire that they 
should be different, develop their ow n pow ers and know  w hat is 
o f  use to  th em  m ore and m ore adequately. In o ther w ords, the 
C ity  that is rationally conceived and constructed th rough  the daily 
activity o f  its m em bers is indeed a collective individuality, bound  
toge ther by the affects o f  friendship, m orality and religion, b u t it is 
n o t founded on  uniform ity. T hus it is itself the m eans by  w hich 
each m an can affirm and strengthen his o w n  individuality.

As w e have seen, the affective genesis contradicts the rational 
genesis on  one central poin t: for m en effectively to  pursue a 
com m on good, this good  m ust be for each man an object o f  love
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in his im agination. T h e  love w hich  I feel for som ething is increased 
by  the fact that this object is also loved (and therefore desired) by 
others, and is increased the m ore, the m ore people there are w ho  
love it. T h e  convergence o f  all these affects and their reciprocal 
reinforcem ent o f  one another can constitute a form  o f  social bond. 
B u t this simple schema needs to  be qualified on  tw o  points. First, 
the reinforcem ent that is in  question here is indeed an objective 
benefit (as w e have seen above), b u t it rests on  a m echanics o f  
illusion: I imagine that others love the same th ing  as I do  (that our 
love is for the same object), and that they love it in the same way 
(w ith the same love as I have). Second, this reinforcem ent is 
ambivalent: for it depends upon  the feeling I have that I am 
im poten t to  obtain the good  that I desire, on  m y hope that I may 
be able to  obtain it th rough  others and o n  m y fear that they may 
deprive m e o f  w hat I desire. It is therefore able to  change at any 
m om ent in to  its contrary; indeed, it contains its contrary. As a result, 
the C ity  that is constituted in this way rests o n  a psychic econom y 
that is at once very pow erful and highly unstable: this is w hat 
Spinoza calls “ the im itation o f  affects” (imitatio affectuum), w hich, 
translated in to  m o d em  term s, w e m ight refer to as identification. I f  
m en  w ere entirely reasonable creatures, the com m unities they  form  
w ou ld  be cem ented  entirely by  reciprocal utility and thus by 
difference in similarity. B ut since m en are all, though  to  differing 
degrees, im aginative creatures, their com m unities m ust also rely 
u p o n  mechanism s o f  identification, that is, on  an (imaginary) excess 
o f  similarity.

Spinoza classifies am bition  am ong the relationships o f  identifica­
tion. Ambition is the desire o f  individuals to  see others conform  to 
the ir o w n  opinions, and to  present others w ith  an im age o f  
themselves w hich  w ill please them , w ith  w hich  they can identify. 
Spinoza attributes collective representations o f  class and nation to 
the same causes (IIIP46). T hese cases serve to  illustrate the 
corollaries o f  affective identification, nam ely fear and m isapprecia- 
tion  o f  the differences betw een  individuals. T h e  analyses o f  the 
T T P  allow  us to  add the C hurches as a further institution o f  this 
type, o r indeed any com m unity  founded o n  reciprocal identifica­
tion  am ong believers in a shared religious dogm a. All these 
examples show  that there is n o  love (for our neighbour, o u r fellow 
citizen, o u r com panion) w ith o u t hatred (class hatred, national
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hatred, theological hatred), and that these tw o  contrary passions are 
necessarily d irected  n o t only at objects that differ from  one another, 
b u t also at the same objects, as they are perceived in the im agination 
as similar o r different. (Thus the believer will love his neighbour in 
G od b u t will also fear and hate him  as a sinner and a heretic.)

Sociability roo ted  in the passions is therefore necessarily conflic­
tual. B u t it is nevertheless a real sociability. O n e  o f  Spinoza’s 
greatest acts o f  intellectual courage was to  break w ith  the traditional 
alternative, according to  w hich  either individuals are opposed to 
one ano ther and society dissolves (homo homini lupus), o r  society is 
constituted as a w hole, and therefore peace and love necessarily 
reign betw een  its m em bers (homo homini deus). N evertheless, social 
hatred, n o w  that w e have adm itted its existence, and all form s o f  
affective vacillation betw een  excessive love and excessive hatred in 
general, m ust still be kep t w ith in  certain limits. These limits are 
im posed by the State, that is, by  a p ow er w hose constraints take 
the form  o f  laws. T hat is w hy, in the second scholium  o f  
proposition 37 in part IV o f  the Ethics, Spinoza deduces from  the 
conflict o f  the passions the necessity for individuals to alienate part 
o f  their pow er (or their right) in favour o f  a public institution that 
will define good  and evil, justice and injustice, piety and impiety, 
in universal terms; that will codify the rules o f  p roperty  and justice 
(“ render to  each his o w n ”); and that will ensure that individuals 
receive, according to  the facts o f  the case, punishm ent for their 
faults and rew ard  for their merits. T hus the centre o f  the argum ent 
shifts from  the no tion  o f  the com m on good to  that o f  civil 
obedience.

W e m ust therefore understand that these tw o  antithetical narra­
tives o f  the genesis o f  the C ity  do  n o t correspond to  tw o  types o f  
C ity , and even less to  som e opposition betw een  an ideal city 
(which is, in some sense, “celestial”) and real cities (which are 
irrem ediably “ earthly”). T hey  represent tw o  aspects o f  a single 
com plex process o r, i f  yo u  prefer, tw o  m om ents in a single 
dialectic. Every real city is always founded sim ultaneously on  b o th  
an active genesis and a passive genesis: on  a “ free” (or rather, a 
liberating) rational agreem ent, on  the one hand, and an imaginary 
agreem ent w hose intrinsic am bivalence supposes the existence o f  a 
constraint, on  the other. In the final analysis, there is no  o ther 
cause o f  sociability than the striving o f  individuals to achieve self­
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preservation and, therefore, m utual utility. If, by som e m eth o d o ­
logical fiction, w e w ere to  consider a certain  num ber o f  “ isolated” 
individuals, as H obbes o r R ousseau m ight have im agined them , w e 
w ou ld  have to see them  as crushed by  the p ow er o f  their natural 
env ironm ent and unable in  practice to  p ro tect themselves. N o t 
only  is the C ity  inherendy  rational, bu t rational conduct always 
form s a part o f  the process by w hich  it is constituted, w h eth er the 
rationality beh ind  it be econom ic, moral o r  intellectual. W ith o u t 
those affects w hich  are related to  reason (love and jo y ), no  city 
w ould  be able to  survive. B u t no  city can exist on a purely  rational 
basis, since the mass o f  m en , m ost o f  the tim e, are ruled by  their 
passions, and n o t the reverse. Thus, if  it is true that m en  do in fact 
live in cities o r societies w h ich  are relatively stable, then  it m ust be 
because, in  som e o ther way, the interplay o f  im agination and 
public constraint overdeterm ines and reinforces the collective logic 
o f  the individuals’ interests. A bove all, it is because th e  State obliges 
individuals to  behave as i f  the ir lives w ere  “guided by reason” and 
does so by  w ork ing  on  their passions. In that case, should w e say 
that, for Spinoza, the State is a necessary evil? O r  is it rather a 
relative good  (even if  Spinoza insists on  the fact that, in o rder to 
discipline the m ob, w hich  is “ terrifying, i f  unafraid” , the State and 
R elig ion  m ust bo th  resort to “sad” passions w hich  are, in them ­
selves, bad, such as H um ility  and R epen tance [IVP54S])?

By going over this dialectic again, w e have been able to explore 
further som e o f  the consequences o f  Spinoza’s definition o f  hum an 
nature. R eason and passion are b o th  aspects o f  this nature, as they 
are o f  nature in general. M en are singular parts o f  nature, and w e 
m ay tend  to  privilege them , bu t they bear no  intrinsic tide to special 
treatm ent. R eason is no t above nature, and passion is not natu re’s 
“ perversion” . T h e  construction o f  sociability and the C ity  remains 
a process w hich  is entirely im m anent to nature, that is to  say, w hich  
can be explained by determ inate causes. O r  better, it is precisely this 
dialectic o f  reason and passion, o f  utility and conflict, w h ich  enables 
us to  grasp the form  natural causality takes in the hum an order.

T he Aporia o f  the C o m m unity  and the Q uestion  o f  K now ledge

Nevertheless, the fram ew ork I have ju s t ou tlined  is still som ew hat 
abstract. A genuine political theo ry  cannot simply propose a series
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o f  principles o f  intelligibility. It m ust also try to  account for the 
concrete realities o f  history, the singularity o f  existing political 
regimes, the im m ediate im m anent causes o f  their stability and 
instability, and the conditions that enable m en to  increase their 
freedom  and thus their o w n  utility. It is in  the tw o  treatises (the 
7 T P  and the TP) that Spinoza addresses such concrete questions. 
As w e have seen in the preceding  chapters, there are considerable 
differences betw een  the points o f  view  o f  these tw o  works. 
Doubtless, these differences cou ld  be explained by th e  circum ­
stances in w hich  they w ere w ritten  and by  the ir au thor’s strategic 
in ten tion , bo th  o f  w h ich  had changed in the in tervening  period. 
B ut since, from  identical premises, these tw o  w orks derive con­
clusions that pardy contradict one another, this shift in perspective 
m ust also be analysed as a theoretical problem .

In the T T P, Spinoza presented the R epublican  regim e o f  the 
U n ited  Provinces (“ the Free R e p u b lic”) as a dem ocracy (or as the 
regim e historically closest to a dem ocracy) and defined  dem ocracy 
as “ the m ost natural S tate” . H e represented the institution o f  
dem ocracy as the originating tru th  and m odel for every State, in 
the form  o f  a contract (pactum) o f  association betw een  individuals. 
By this contract, each individual transfers to  the collective sovereign 
(o f w h ich  he is h im self one part) the right to  legislate, to  com m and 
and to  punish crimes bo th  public and private. T h e  key w o rd  o f 
this argum ent was freedom . O n  the one hand, “ th e  purpose o f  the 
state is, in reality, freedom ” (T T P , 293). O n  the o ther hand, the 
means by  w hich  the stability o f  the institutions can be guaranteed 
is freedom  o f  op in ion  and o f  expression o f  opinion. W henever 
these freedom s are abolished, the result is revolt and civil war. 
Conversely, w henever they exist, they enable the citizens to 
construct a com m on will and determ ine their com m on  good. T h e  
crucial question w hich  then arises is that o f  the relationship 
betw een  religion and the C ity.

T o  resolve this question, Spinoza em barked upon  an enorm ous 
digression, w hose aim  was no th ing  less than a total reform  o f  the 
theological im agination. It is pointless to  separate the private sphere 
from  the public, to  inscribe religious op in ion  in the private sphere 
and to  establish a form al tolerance, i f  m en  continue to th ink  that 
salvation on  earth as in  heaven depends u p o n  subscribing to  a given 
creed, and that the rejection o f  this creed by  others is a threat to
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their ow n salvation. Such a belief is, in one  sense, necessary, for no  
one can decide n o t to  live his faith in accordance w ith  his ow n  
tem peram ent. A nd it can even be useful, since it encourages m en 
to love their neighbours. O u r  aim, then , should be to change the 
co n ten t o f  faith itself, by extracting from  Scripture a core o f  
absolutely universal dogm a. T h e  con ten t o f  this dogm a w ould  
consist entirely o f  love for o n e ’s neighbour, hope for salvation and 
the affirm ation o f  a divine Law that dem ands o u r obedience. It 
cou ld  th en  be show n that these dogm as are com patible w ith  all 
philosophical opinions and w ith  all individual variants o f  the 
representation o f  the divinity. It is therefore the responsibility o f  
the (democratic) State to  “ dem ythicisc” dogm a by form ulating this 
distinction and to  im pose it as a collective rule on  all. It should no t 
do  this by  itself taking the place o f  the C hurches, b u t by controlling 
their public activities (“ ou tw ard  religion”) and by establishing itself 
as the only authorised in terpreter o f  the political consequences o f  
faith (justice, charity and “ w orks” in general), This solution clearly 
goes far beyond  the classical idea o f  tolerance. O n  the one hand, it 
establishes a total equivalence and absolute equality o f  rights 
betw een  all different confessions; on  the o ther, it totally subordi­
nates the apparatus o f  the C h u rch  to  the apparatus o f  the State.

In form ulating these theses, Spinoza was doubtless hop ing  to  
help com bat the rising ride o f  fanaticism, w hich, in  collusion w ith  
the m onarchist party, th reatened  to  take advantage o f  the masses’ 
fear o f  loom ing w ar and crisis, and sw eep the R epublic  away. 
Experience was — tragically — to show  him  bo th  that his fears had 
n o t been vain and that the solution he had proposed was an illusion. 
It w ould  seem that his reflections on  the m urder o f  the de W itt 
brothers led h im  to  tw o  conclusions. T h e  first was that the 
R epub lican  regim e o f  the years 1650 to 1672 had no t been  a true 
“ dem ocracy” , b u t rather an oligarchy w hose inegalitarian forms 
had been one o f  the causes o f  social conflict. T h e  second was that 
he had overestim ated the effects o f  rational argum ent on  the 
opinions o f  the masses (vulgus, multitudo) w hen  it cam e to  politics 
and theology. A t a deeper level, he had overestim ated their capacity 
to  govern their ow n  behaviour rationally and to  rule themselves. It 
is true  that these tw o  propositions to  som e ex ten t com pensate for 
one another, for the in tem perance o f  the masses is itself, in part, a 
consequence o f  the lack o f  dem ocracy. B ut how ever that m ight
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be, he had certainly overestim ated m en ’s ability to  establish, 
w hatever the circumstances, and in conform ity w ith  “ na tu re” , a 
dem ocratic regime.

In this contex t, w e can read the com pleted  chapters o f  the T P  as 
the record  o f  his conversion to  a n ew  w ay o f  seeing things. T he 
question o f  freedom  does no t thereby  disappear from  view . O n  the 
contrary, Spinoza extends the scope o f  his inquiry  in to  the 
conditions o f  freedom  y et further. N o w  he w ants to  k n o w  h o w  it 
can be guaranteed u n d er different types o f  political regim e, 
w hatever the form  that sovereignty takes (m onarchy, aristocracy, 
dem ocracy). B ut freedom  is no  longer th e  declared “ purpose” o f  
the state. T h e  central preoccupation  n o w  is civil peace o r  security 
(TP, V, 2). T h e  fundam ental political question is therefore how  to 
guarantee the stability o f  a political regim e -  to p u t it sim ply, how  
to  p reven t revolutions — by  m eans o f  different systems o f  insti­
tutions. As a result, the idea o f  a social contract is n o  longer one  o f  
the foundations o f  the State. In its place there is th e  description o f  
the process by  w hich  individuals w ith  their natural right (that is, 
their ow n  pow er) com e to  create a collective individual, that is, the 
State as an individual o f  individuals. T his collective individual has a 
“b o d y ” , w hich  is p roduced  by  the com bination  o f  the bodily 
pow ers o f  each and every one, and a soul, w hich  is the idea o f  that 
body. T his soul has m any functions: it is a way in w hich  that body 
can be represented in im agination and in  reason; it is the condition  
o f  effective decision (that is, governm ent); and it is also an 
instrum ent for the expression o f  the collective passions.

Spinoza then  recuperates a category that was at th e  centre o f  
political debate at that tim e and gives it a bizarre twist. For him , 
the State is absolute w h en  it is able to  constitute itself as a stable 
individuality. H is fundam ental axiom , derived bo th  from  his ow n 
experience and from  the “ realist” political theorists (in particular, 
from  M achiavelli), is that the greatest threat to  the body politic is 
always internal conflict (in o ther w ords, its o w n  citizens) and no t 
external enem ies. T hus, only a State w hich  is organised to  
guarantee the security o f  its o w n  citizens, and thus p re -em p t and 
defuse conflicts that m ight be caused by  differences o f  ideology or 
o f  class, can aspire to stability. In theory, every type o f  regim e can 
achieve this and  so can be “ absolute” . D em ocracy is n o  longer 
granted any theoretical superiority. Spinoza does assert that an
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effective dem ocracy w o u ld  be “ the m ost absolute’’ State (<omnino 
absolutum), that is, w ould com bine the greatest possible freedom  
and equality w ith  the greatest possible security. B u t he does not 
dem onstrate his assertion, because the relevant chapters are missing. 
Besides, it w ould  also seem  that a dem ocracy is the m ost difficult 
type o f  regim e to  establish.

It is understandable that m any readers feel that in  the T P  Spinoza 
has reneged on  his form er ideas. A  philosophy o f  freedom  has been 
supplanted by a philosophy o f  the body  social. T h e  State founded 
on  right has been  replaced by  a state founded on  pow er. Y et it is 
precisely this distinction w hich , from  Spinoza’s po in t o f  view , is 
absurd. So this cannot b e  the correct in terpretation. Let us go back 
then and look  m ore closely at the internal logic o f  Spinoza’s 
though t. D oubdess historical circum stance was decisive in inflect­
ing  the argum ent o f  the T P  along new  lines. B ut this in itself did 
no t call in to  question the fundam ental principle o f  his political 
theory and o f  his anthropology: the identity  o f  right and pow er. It 
is this identity  w hich  founds Spinoza’s pro ject for the liberation o f  
m an. W h y  then  does he n o w  adopt a new  m odel o f  the construc­
tion o f  the State? I believe that Spinoza cam e to  realise that there 
was a contradiction in the m odel he had advanced in the TTP, 
w hich  reflected an intrinsic weakness in his conception  o f  “ free­
do m ” . T h e  TP, then , is rem arkable as an attem pt to  overcom e this 
weakness by incorporating  in to  his theory  w hat had been its 
original other -  the nightm are that haun ted  it bu t also that it had 
failed, conceptually, to  th ink  through. This was the specific role o f  
the masses (multitudo) and o f  mass m ovem ents in  politics and 
history. Spinoza, then , has n o t lost sight o f  freedom  to  pursue 
security. H e is simply trying to  define the real conditions o f  
freedom .

From  this perspective, the T T P  could  be seen as one great 
negative argum ent, a reductio ad absürdüm. I f  the rights-pow ers o f  
individuals do  no t com bine harm oniously, then  civil society will 
be destroyed. W e see this happening w h en  the repression o f 
opinions leads to  ideological struggle and thus to  the infernal cycle 
o f  revolu tion  and coun ter-revo lu tion . For individuals, the destruc­
tion  o f  civil society is the im m ediate prelude to  their ow n  
destruction. T hat is w hy m en m ost often establish and  respect rules 
by w hich  their individual pow ers are com bined. By encouraging
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the com m unication o f  opinions, these rules lead to  a perm anen t 
transfer o f  p o w er from  individuals to  the public authority. T h e  
practical result o f  this transfer (w hether it takes the form  o f  a tacit 
o r  a deliberate pact) is a m ultiplication o f  everyone’s pow er, 
w ith o u t distinction, that is, a m ultiplication o f  their right. In losing 
the ir absolute autonom y, State and individual have lost only a 
fictive freedom , a powerlessness. In return , they have actively 
com m itted  them selves to  the project o f  the ir o w n  liberation.

T h e  better th e  rule that governs the com bination  o f  pow ers is 
adapted to  the diversity o f  individual desires and tem peram ents, 
the m ore effective its results will be. T h a t is w h y  the T T P  specifies 
that the form  o f  this rule should be total freedom  o f  expression, 
lim ited only (but rigorously) by  the need  to  guarantee obedience 
to  the law (7 T P , chapter X X ). As w e have seen, the essential 
m eaning o f  such a rule is that no one can be forced to think like another 
o r  even to  speak like ano ther (“ th rough  ano ther’s m o u th ” , as it 
w ere). Indeed, in the lim iting case, this is a physical impossibility, 
since it w ould  im ply that the bodies in question are indistinguish­
able, in line w ith  the political-religious fantasy o f  the “mystical 
b ody” . I f  these conditions are observed, then  the State can be 
supposed to  b e  the collective au thor o f  every individual action that 
is in conform ity w ith the law , because the actual cause o f  the 
actions o f  the State (first am ong them , the establishm ent o f  the 
law) is the reciprocal action o f  individuals w h o  find in the S tate’s 
existence the means to the ir utility o r their pleasure.

“ I f  under civil law only deeds were arraigned, and words were not 
punished” , then  that sedition w hich is due to  the fact tha t the “ law 
intrudes in to  the realm  o f  speculative though t, and beliefs are pu t 
on trial and condem ned  as crim es” w ould  be rendered  impossible 
{TTP, 51), and its illegitimacy w o u ld  be im m ediately obvious. 
T hus m onarchy and aristocracy tend  to destroy themselves, whereas 
a dem ocratic regim e is able to  k n o w  its ow n  limits and can thus 
w ork  to ex tend  them  indefinitely.

This argum ent is very fine and very plausible. It em bodies a 
good m any o f  the m otivations that lead philosophers and citizens 
th roughou t history to see them selves as dem ocrats. H ow ever, it 
turns o u t to  be untenable. T o  begin w ith , it contains an internal 
contradiction that is visible bo th  in practice and by com parison 
w ith  the anthropology o f  the Ethics. T h e  w hole o f  the T l 'P s
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“democratic*1 solution rests on  the possibility o f  m aking a clear 
distinction betw een  speech and  thought, on  the one hand, and actions, 
on  the o ther. B ut the idea o f  a “ righ t” is then  no  longer equivalent 
to  pow er. It has reverted to  being a formal criterion, w hich is 
asserted a priori by  som e authority . F rom  the perspective o f  pow er, 
w hich  is that o f  reality, the w ords and thoughts w hich  are m ost 
effective — and in particular those w hich  attack injustice and the 
evils o f  the present State — are themselves actions. T hey  are, in  fact, 
the m ost dangerous actions o f  all, for they inevitably incite o ther 
m en to  th ink  and act in  their turn . Thus, this criterion turns o u t to 
be unusable precisely w here it is m ost indispensable. Spinoza 
him self discovered the tru th  o f  this w hen  he cam e to  publish the 
TTP . O f  course, w e m ight say that the issue here is in fact that o f  
constituting a consensus on  the need for a social pact and for 
fundam ental dem ocratic values. B ut such a consensus only exists 
w hen  the State is no t corrup t or, as Spinoza w ould  say, “v io len t” . 
I f  w e follow  this line o f  argum ent then , w e are led into an infinite 
regression. T his regression is, in one  sense, w hat is m ost interesting 
about the T TP . In o rder to guarantee that the civil pact will hold, 
it is necessary to  double it up  w ith  a religious pact, that is, w ith  an 
agreem ent on  those dem ands o f  faith w hich  are com m on  to  all 
theological tendencies. A religious pact in turn  supposes som e 
com m on  bond  o f  passion. Spinoza identifies this bond  as patriotism. 
B ut the notion  o f  a democratic patriotism w ou ld  inevitably be tom  
b etw een  nationalism  (the ideology o f  th e  divine election o f  a 
people) and universalism (the assertion o f  the identity  o f  citizen 
and neighbour). This is m ore than simply problem atical. In fact, 
w e have found o u r w ay back in to  the same vicious circle from  
w hich  w e began.

It is this aporia, then, w hich  Spinoza sets ou t to  study in the TP. 
H o w  can one produce a consensus, n o t ju st in the sense o f  the 
com m unication  o f  pre-existing opinions, bu t above all as the 
condition o f  the creation o f  communicable opinions (that is, opinions 
w hich  are n o t m utually exclusive)? A nd h o w  can this consensus be 
p roduced  since, as w e have seen, the “ m atter” o f  politics is 
constituted no t o f  isolated individuals b u t o f  a mass, whose most 
frequent passion is fear, and  to  w hich  everyone belongs, rulers and 
ruled alike? For a mass, in this sense, is a fearful th ing , n o t only to 
those w h o  govern, b u t even to itself (terrere, nisi paveant).
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This perspective was im posed on  Spinoza bo th  by the historical 
circum stances and by the internal difficulties o f  his o w n  theory. It 
led  h im  to  exam ine in detail the m odes o f  operation  o f  the 
institutions. T hese institutions are n o t only laws (leges) b u t also the 
“apparatus o f  th e  S tate” (imperiunt), w h ich  is com posed o f  an 
adm inistration and systems o f  policing, representation, decision and 
control. T h ey  thus im ply a distribution o f  pow ers, o f  public offices 
and o f  social conditions, w hich  will differ from  one regim e to 
another (m onarchy, unitary o r federal aristocracy, dem ocracy). 
T hat is, th e  institutions organise the relation betw een  the rulers 
and the ruled, considered as classes. Spinoza does n o t give up on 
his idea that individuals are always in  the final analysis m otivated 
by the desire for their o w n  preservation and thus by the search for 
w hat is m ost useful to them . B ut he totally abandons the idea that 
the State is constructed o n  the basis o f  “ independen t” pow ers. T o  
p u t it another w ay, he banishes every rem aining trace o f  the fiction 
o f  a state o f  nature that was left in the idea o f  a social pact agreed 
betw een  individuals w ho  w ere sim ply jux taposed  w ith  one 
another. For individuals are not independen t (sui juris), they can 
only becom e so, to a greater o r  lesser degree. T hus, the essential 
im portance o f  th e  institutions as a p rob lem  for political theory 
derives from  the fact that the true matter o f politics is the mass. W hen  
individuals represent their interests to  themselves, tha t is, w hen  
they th ink  and act, they do  so in im aginary forms that are always 
already collective forms (stories that bear the hopes and fears o f  a 
group).

T h e  institution o f  the “ body po litic” can then  be understood as 
a process o f  internal transform ation o f  the pow er o f  th e  mass 
(potentia multitudinis), th rough w hich  that pow er w hich  was passive 
tends to  becom e active. T his activity is bo th  a self-lim itation and a 
self-organisation. T h e  passive mass is ignorant o f  itself, so it 
inevitably fluctuates under the influence o f  fortune betw een  over- 
estim ation and under-estim ation  o f  its o w n  pow er. T his leads it to 
alternate betw een submission and revolt, betw een  devotion  to its 
“prophets” and the “ great m en ” sent by  Providence, and hatred o f  
those w h o  govern it. T h e  active mass, on  the o ther hand, is simply 
a collectivity o f  citizens, w h o  are enabled by the ir institutions to 
reach decisions, to  supervise their application and to  correct their 
effects. These decisions will take different forms according to  the
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historical circumstances, the nature o f  p roperty  rights, the level o f  
the general culture and national traditions.

W hen  the mass is fully active (that is, perfectly instituted), then  
the State has achieved w hat for Spinoza is the absolute o f  p o w er — 
internal stability, w hich  approxim ates in hum an term s “ a k ind  o f  
etern ity” .7 B ut this concept clearly corresponds to  a “striving” (a 
tendency) rather than to  a static state. T hat is w hy, paradoxically, 
the fact that the T P  rem ained unfinished has a theoretical advan­
tage: instead o f  a -theory o f democracy w hat w e have is a theory  o f  
democratisatioHy w h ich  is valid for every regim e. T h e  m odalities 
em ployed m ay vary, b u t there is one fundam ental m echanism  
w hich  is always the same and to w hich  Spinoza continually returns. 
T his is the circulation o f  inform ation, w hich will tend  bo th  to 
guarantee that the actions o f  the governm ent and the m otives for 
its decisions receive the greatest possible publicity  (thus opposing 
the tradition o f  the arcana imperii or secret d ’Etat)8 and to  educate 
the citizens themselves by exercising their ju d g em en t o n  public 
affairs. Spinoza shows that secrecy surrounding p o w er is n o t an 
effect o f  th e  incom petence and violence o f  those w h o  are gov­
erned, bu t their cause (TP , V II, 27).

T he result is that the “absolute” State is also a State in  w hich  the 
ruling class is continuously  expanding. Spinoza develops this 
hypothesis w ith  special reference to the aristocratic regim e, to  the 
po in t o f  claim ing that the ruling class m ust constitute a m ajority o f  
the citizens!9 T his hypothesis has a corollary: the institutions m ust 
bring  about the conditions for the greatest possible diversification 
o f  opin ion , so that th e . decisions they produce can effectively be 
based on  the com bination  o f  all existing points o f  view . T his 
explains Spinoza’s hostility to political-religious parties, n o t because

7 T h e  celebrated form ula species aetemitatis o r  sub aetemitatis specie is central to the 
d e fin ition  o f  the “ th ird  k in d  o f  k n o w le d g e ”  (that o f  “ singular things” ) in  die Ethics, V P 2 2 ff. 
T h e  idea o f  eternity reappears in  the T P ,  V I I I ,  3  and X ,  1— 2 in  a different conte xt, w h e re  
S pinoza  deals w ith  the co n ditio ns diat can guarantee the stability o f  a regim e for an 
indefinite p e rio d  o f  tim e. T h e  basic issue rem ains, h o w e v e r, that o f  the p o w e r  o f  an 
“ in d ivid u a l” .

* O n  the idea o f  the "secret d ’Etat”  and its fu n c tio n  in  pre-classical dicorics o f  p o w e r, cf. 
M ic h e l Senellart, Machiavtlisme et raison d ’E la i. X U e — X  V llle  stecle (Paris: Presses Universicaires 
dc France, 1 989); Les arts de gouventer. D u  regimen m tdihral au concept de gouvemement (Paris: 
S cu il, 1995).

* It  w o u ld  be interesting to com pare at length L o c k e ’s concept o f  the republic  as a state 
fo un d e d  o n  the rule o f  the m a jo rity  and S p in o za ’s concept o f  d e m o cra cy as a lim itin g  
concept, o r  goal, for the transform adon o f  the ru lin g  class in to  a m ajority.
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they  are at odds w ith  public op in ion  b u t because they are 
m echanism s for reducing its com plexity, by  channelling it in to  pre- 
established categories. T hey  thus distort the attem pt to  reach 
general decisions that w ill serve the interests o f  th e  people as a 
w hole. T he m ore adequately the mass com es to  k n o w  itself, that 
is, com es to  k n o w  the different singularities from  w h ich  it is 
com posed, the less likely it will be to  take fright at itself. A nd vice 
versa.

Let m e conclude by going  back schematically over five points that 
have arisen from  this argum ent.

First, Spinoza’s politics confirms, in concrete term s, everything his 
metaphysics w o u ld  have led us to  expect. T h e  dualisms tha t had 
structured anthropology, m orality and politics since antiquity  are 
radically displaced. These include the dualism o f  nature and culture 
(institutions, artifice), w h ich  is responsible for the question o f  
w hether the individual o r  society should b e  considered “ natural” ; 
the dualism o f  soul and body (o f the spiritual and  the material), 
w hich is the origin o f  o u r hierarchical vision o f  th e  individual and 
society; and, above all, d ie  m oral dualism  o f  goodness and perver­
sity, w hich  is the source o f  the opposition b etw een  those philos­
ophers for w h o m  “ no one is voluntarily  w icked” (Plato) o r for 
w h o m  m an is naturally good  to  his fellow m an (Rousseau), and 
those such as M achiavelli and H obbes, w h o  base their conception 
o f  social relations on  the hypothesis o f  hum an  w ickedness, o r at 
least on  th e  idea that the ho ld  the ir interests have over them  leads 
m en to  behave as i f  they  hated one  another. In the place o f  these 
essentialist alternatives, Spinoza establishes an analytic o f  desire and 
o f  its m ultiple forms, ranged around  th e  polarity o f  activity and 
passivity.

Second, for Spinoza, nature is also history: a history w ithou t 
purpose, indeed, b u t n o t w ith o u t a process, n o t w ithou t a m ove­
m en t o f  transform ation (that is to  say, no  particular transform ation 
is ever “guaranteed”). By analysing all the possible historical 
configurations o f  the “ dialectic” b etw een  reason and passion that 
structures the life o f  the C ity, w e  com e to  k n o w  hum an nature
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itself — and thus, nature in  general. B u t politics is the touchstone o f  
historical know ledge. So i f  w e k n o w  politics rationally — as 
rationally as w e k n o w  m athem atics — then w e know  G od, for G od 
conceived adequately is identical w ith  the m ultiplicity o f  natural 
pow ers.

T h ird , freedom  does no t need  to be added to  nature or prom ised 
as ano ther “k ing d o m ” that is to  com e. F reedom  is certainly 
opposed to constraint — th e  stronger the constraint, the less freedom  
one has — b u t it is n o t opposed to  determ inism  or, rather, to  
determ ination , that is, it does n o t consist in the absence o f  causes 
for hum an action. It is neither a right that w e acquire at b irth  n o r 
an eschatological perspective that is indefinitely deferred. For our 
liberation has always already begun. It is the conatus itself, the 
m ovem en t by  w hich  activity preponderates over passivity. B ut this 
has the corollary that liberation is always still a “ striving” to  exist 
adequately, through the know ledge o f  our causes. In practice, if  
im agination is th e  field o f  politics — the “ m atter” o f  social 
relationships — and i f  the hopes and fears o f  the masses — love and 
hate for o u r “fellow  m en ” — are inheren t in  the collective 
im agination, then  the State is the necessary instrum ent o f  o u r 
liberation. B ut this is so only on  cond ition  that it too  is striving to 
liberate itself. O n ly  the State w hich  is perm anently  w ork ing  to 
advance its o w n  process o f  dem ocratisation can “organise the State 
\imperium] so that all its m em bers, rulers as w ell as ruled, do  w hat 
the com m on welfare requires w h eth er they w ish it o r n o t” (TP, 
V I, 3), becom ing  thus ever m ore useful to  each other.

Fourth , the difference betw een  those w h o  rule and those w ho  
are ruled is a difference betw een  a dom inating  and a dom inated 
class for m any different reasons. B ut this difference finally com es to 
focus on  a m onopo ly  o f  know ledge at the level o f  the State, in 
w hose nam e obedience is dem anded. T his intrinsically am bivalent 
situation can easily be reversed, for the insecurity o f  the State is 
b o u n d  up w ith  individuals’ ignorance o f  w ho  they  them selves are, 
and o f  how  they are affected by the ir m utual dependency. T h e  
history o f  theocratic states show s h o w  the m onopoly  o f  know ledge 
turns in to  a m onopoly  o f  ignorance (and w e could say the same o f  
the technocratic states in w hich  w e live today). O n  the o ther hand, 
those “ living” institutions w hich  can bring  about the dem ocratisa­
tion  o f  the State are also those w hich  m ake know ledge available,
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and thus are the condition  by w hich  know ledge is actually 
constituted as such. T h ey  are therefore n o t simply an external 
condition  o f  know ledge or w isdom , b u t an intrinsic condition. 
T h e  autarky o f  the wise m an and that o f  the philosopher-k ing  are, 
in this perspective, bo th  equally absurd.

Fifth, the problem  o f  political com m unication, as discussed by 
Spinoza, allows us to  go beyond the alternative betw een  individ­
ualism and organicism  (or corporatism) as it has been understood 
by  political philosophy from  antiquity to  the present day -  that is, 
as a question o f  origin, o f  foundation. N evertheless, for Spinoza the 
issue is still w hether w hat is given at the outset is the individual 
(conceived o f  as an archetype or as a random  exam ple o f  hum anity, 
a “m an w ith o u t qualities”) o r the “sociable anim al” o f  Aristotle 
and the scholastics, the “ G reat B eing” o f  Auguste C o m te  (for 
w hom  the individual is a m ere abstraction). As w e have seen, for 
Spinoza the concept o f  the individual is absolutely central, bu t it 
has “several m eanings” . T h e  individual is neither created by G od 
according to an eternal m odel n o r delivered by nature as a k ind o f  
raw  material. T h e  individual is a construction. T his construction is 
the result o f  a striving (conatus) by the individual himself, w ith in  
the determ inate conditions o f  his “w ay o f  life” . A nd that “ way o f  
life” is no th ing  o ther than a given regime o f communication (affective, 
econom ic o r intellectual) w ith  o ther individuals. T h e  different 
regimes o f  com m unication form  a sequence th rough  w hich  a 
collective effort is being w orked  o u t — the effort to  transform  the 
m ode o f  com m unication, to  m ove from  relationships o f  identifi­
cation (that is, from  the m ode o f  communion) to  relationships based 
on  exchange o f  goods and o f  know ledge. T he political state itself is 
essentially one such regim e. But Spinoza’s definition o f  the State, 
although still rigorously realistic, is clearly also m uch broader than 
the juridical and administrative form  that is referred to  by that 
nam e in the m o d em  period  (that is, the period  o f  the bourgeois 
nation-state). Thus, this definition can help us to  envisage, at least 
in theory, historical forms o f  the State o ther than the present form. 
And it also identifies for us the decisive m echanism  by w hich  those 
n ew  forms can be created: the dem ocratisation o f  know ledge.
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1536
1565
1568

1579

1594

c.1600

1602
1603

1609

1610 

1614

1619

1621
1628
1632

Calvin publishes the Institutes o f the Christian Religion. 
R ev o lt o f  the G ueuzen.
O utb reak  o f  the w ar o f  independence in the Spanish 
N etherlands (the Eighty Years’ W ar).
T he “U n io n  o f  U trech t” : foundation o f  the U nited  
Provinces.
Publication in  Poland o f  Socinus’s treatise on  the 
doctrine o f  the atonem ent, De Christo Servatore. 
Em igration o f  the Espinosa fam ily fro m  Portugal 
to Nantes, then to  A m sterdam .
Foundation o f  the D u tch  East India C om pany.
A rm inius is appointed to  the faculty o f  theology in 
Leiden, w here G om ar also teaches; their disputes about 
tolerance and free will intensify.
T h e  T w elve Years’ T ruce; foundation o f  the Bank o f  
Amsterdam .
U ytenbogaert, disciple o f  A rm inius and adviser to 
O ldenbam evelt, w rites the R em onstran ts’ m anifesto. 
H ugh de G roo t begins w ork  on  his De Imperio 
Sumtnarum Potestarum Circa Sacra (published 
posthum ously in 1647).
Synod o f  D ort, condem ning  Arm inianism ; execution o f  
O ldenbam evelt; foundation o f  the Collegiants. T he 
T h irty  Years’ W ar begins (Descartes jo ins M aurice o f  
Nassau’s army as a volunteer).
W ar resumes in H olland.
Descartes m oves to  H olland.
Birth o f  Baruch d ’Espinosa in A m sterdam .
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1633

1638

1639

1639
1640
1641
1642

1644

1645

1648

1649
1650

1651

1654
1656

1660

Trial and definitive condem nation  o f  Galileo in  R o m e.
At th e  last m inu te, Descartes decides n o t to  publish his 
treatise, The World.
G alileo’s Dialogue Concerning Two New Sciences is 
sm uggled to  H olland and  published in Leiden by Louis 
Elzevirs. Foundation  o f  the great “ P ortuguese” 
synagogue in  A m sterdam ; Spinoza studies at the 
rabbinic school.
N aude, the “ libertine” theorist, publishes his Political 
Considerations on Coups d’Etat, inspired by M achiavelli.

40 T h e  Bishops’ W ar in  Scodand.
Jansenius’s Augustinus is published posthum ously. 
Descartes publishes his Meditations on First Philosophy. 
O u tb reak  o f  the English Civil W ar; H obbes publishes his 
De Cive.
M ilton publishes the Areopagitica, his manifesto for the 
freedom  o f  the press.
H erb ert o f  C herbury  publishes his De Religione Laid and 
De Causis Errorum; they  will be follow ed in 1663 by the 
De Religione Gentilium.
Peace o f  M ünster: the U n ited  Provinces are definitively 
independent; in France, the beginning o f  the F ronde 
(w hich will last until 1653).
E xecution o f  Charles I o f  England.
W illiam  II o f  O range’s unsuccessful coup d ’Etat; W illiam  
II dies in N ovem ber; his son, the future W illiam  III, is 
b o m  a w eek  later; Johan  de W itt is m ade C ouncillo r 
Pensionary o f  H olland.
C rom w ell institutes the N avigation  Act; H obbes 
publishes his Leviathan.
T h e  post o f  stadholder is abolished in H olland.
Spinoza is banished fro m  the Jew ish  com m un ity  o f  
A m sterdam . He studies the Latin hum anities, 
science and philosophy at the school o f  the fo rm er  
Jesu it, V an den Enden.
R estoration  o f  the Stuarts in  England. Spinoza is 
obliged to  leave A m sterdam : he goes to  live w ith  
the Collegiants o f  R ijnsburg and w orks on a 
Treatise on the Emendation o f  the Intellect, w hich  he 
n ever com pleted  (published in  1677).
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1661 B eginning o f  the “personal reign” o f  Louis X IV .
1662 C harter o f  incorporation  o f  the R oyal Society, o f  w hich 

O ld en b u rg  is the secretary; am ong the m em bers are 
Boyle and  N ew ton .

1663 Spinoza m oves to  V o orb u rg ; he publishes 
Descartes* Principles o f  Philosophy , fo llow ed by an 
appendix, his M etaphysical Thoughts.

1665 B eginning o f  the second A ng lo -D u tch  W ar.
1668 C ondem nation  o f  Adriaan K oerbagh, a disciple o f

Spinoza.
1670 Spinoza publishes the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus 

anonym ously; in France, the Penstes o f  Pascal are 
published posthum ously.

1671 Spinoza m oves to  The Hague; he has the D utch  
translation o f  the T T P  stopped, probably at the 
request o f  Johan  de W itt.

1672 Louis X IV  invades H olland; the de W itt bro thers are 
killed by th e  m ob; W illiam  III becom es stadholder.

1673 Spinoza turns dow n a chair o f  philosophy at 
H eidelberg; he is invited  to visit the Prince de 
C onde’s cam p. H uygens publishes his Horologium 
Oscillatorium (on the theory o f  the pendulum  and the 
construction o f  chronom eters).

1674 T h e  Estates-General o f  H olland condem ns the T T P  
along w ith  o ther “heretical” o r  “ atheistic” writings. 
M alebranche publishes vo lum e I o f  his Search After Truth, 
w h ich  was to be accused o f  contain ing  “ Spinozist” 
theses.

1675 Spinoza com pletes the Ethics but decides n o t to  
publish it, and begins w riting  the Tractatus 
Politicus.

1676 Leibniz visits Spinoza. T h e  synod o f  T h e  H ague 
orders a “ search” for the au thor o f  the T T P .

1677 D eath o f  Spinoza. His friends publish the Opera 
Posthuma, w hich  will be condem ned  the follow ing year.

1681 Bossuet w rites the Politics Derived from Holy Scripture,
publishes his Discourse on Universal History and has 
R ichard  S im on’s Critical History o f the Old Testament 
(whose m ethod  resembles that o f  the TTP) banned.



1685 R evocation  o f  the Edict o f  N antes.
1687 N ew to n  (influenced by “U nitarian” theology) publishes 

the Principia Mathematica.
1688 T h e  G lorious R evo lu tion : W illiam  III becom es K ing o f  

England.
1689 Locke publishes A  Letter Concerning Tolerance, follow ed 

in 1690 by his Two Treatises o f Government.
1697 In his Historical and Critical Dictionary, Bayle defines

Spinoza as a “systematic atheist” w ho was strangely 
virtuous.

1710 Leibniz publishes his Theodicy, an indirect reply to
Spinoza.
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T he Life

T h ere  is no  English-language equivalent o f  the excellent G erm an 
biography by  T h eu n  de Vries, Spinoza in Selbstzeugnissen und 
Bilddokumenten (H am burg: R o w o h lt Taschenbuch, 1970).

T he H istorical C ontext

Fernand Braudel, Civilization and Capitalism, 15th— 18th Century: 
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R o b e rt M androu , UEurope “absolutiste”, raison et raison d ’ttat, 
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no  English translation o f  this great w ork . A  French translation, 
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available u n d er the title Spinoza et son cercle (Paris: V rin, 1983).
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Im m anuel W allerstein, Modem World System: Mercantilism and the 
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Spinoza and Politics

O f  the books that have been particularly influential on m y ow n 
thinking, th ree are currendy  available in English translation:

Gilles D eleuze, Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza , M artin  
Jough in , trans. (Z one Books, 1990).

Gilles D eleuze, Spinoza, practical philosophy, R . H urley , trans. (San 
Francisco: C ity  Lights Books, 1988).

A ntonio  N egri, Savage Anomaly: Power o f Spinoza's Metaphysics and 
Politics, M . H ard t, trans. (M inneapolis: U niversity o f  M innesota 
Press, 1991).

M uch  o f  the recent French scholarship w hich  has helped  m e in 
elaborating m y ow n ideas is, how ever, unavailable in English. I list 
here som e o f  the m ore im portan t w orks.

M ichele Bertrand, Spinoza et Pimaginaire (Paris: Presses U niversi­
taires de France, 1983).

Stanislas B reton , Spinoza, theologie et politique (Paris: Desclee, 
1977).

A lexandre M atheron , Individu et communaute chez Spinoza (Paris: 
M inuit, 1969); Le Christ et le salut des ignorants chez Spinoza (Paris: 
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(Etudes sur Spinoza) (Paris: V rin, 1986).

A ndre Tosel, Spinoza ou le crepuscule de la servitude (Paris: A ubier- 
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Sylvain Zac, Spinoza et I’interpretation de I’ecriture (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1965); Philosophic, theologie, politique dans 
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