Introduction

One of the cultural images of Spinoza that has come down to us is of an
unworldly philosopher who shunned society and devoted his life to the
articulation of a highly abstract metaphysical system.1 Spinoza was indeed an
ascetic person, who lived simply amidst the burgeoning luxury of seventeenth
century Holland, so that this picture of him is not altogether wrong; but it is a
partial representation, or what he would call an inadequate idea. To appreciate
the scope and fecundity of his thought, we need to supplement it with a more
sociable image of a man who was neither solitary nor isolated, but was deeply
concerned about the condition of the society in which he lived. This Spinoza
had many friends who shared his intellectual interests, and was connected to a
number of outstandingly original scientists and philosophers. He was a close
follower of Dutch theological and political debates, and his interventions in
them made him a famous, and in some quarters a notorious, ﬁgure. By the end
of his life he had become something of a celebrity, a philosopher known as
much for his radical views about the organization of a good society as for his
metaphysical account of God or nature.
Of the six major works that Spinoza produced, only two were published
during his lifetime. One of these was the Theologico-Political Treatise of 1670, in
which he discussed some of the most divisive and contentious problems then
being debated in the Dutch Republic. The book conﬁrmed his reputation as a
radical, and according to some people as an atheist, and excited the opposition
of religious and secular authorities alike. However, his readers were only able to
appreciate his philosophy as a whole when, after his death, his friends published
a complete edition of his oeuvre. This contained his most comprehensive
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ed. Pierre François Moreau and Françoise Charles Daubert (Paris: Berg international, 1983), p. 22.

2

S P I N O Z A O N P H I L O S O P H Y, R E L I G I O N , A N D P O L I T I C S

philosophical text, the Ethics, on which he was working when he broke off to
compose the Theologico-Political Treatise, and to which he returned once the
Treatise was ﬁnished. Although these two works vary enormously in style and
scope, they are intimately connected. In the Ethics Spinoza offers a long
philosophical defence of a particular conception of the good life. By cultivating
and sharing our capacity for philosophical understanding, he claims, we can
learn how to live in ways that avoid the psychological and social conﬂicts that
are usually so prevalent, and approach an ideal of maximal harmony and
empowerment. Achieving this ideal is a difﬁcult process, which always remains
incomplete, but its rewards are such that we have every reason to work towards
it and get as far as we can.
Couched in the abstract terms that dominate the Ethics, the good life is liable
to seem a distant goal, attainable, if at all, by only a small number of philoso
phers in circumstances far removed from the hurly burly of everyday political
life. But this is not how Spinoza conceives it. For him, striving to create ways of
life that are genuinely empowering and rewarding is an immediate and practical
project, to which he and as many as possible of his fellow Dutch citizens can,
and should, commit themselves. If they are to make any headway, however,
they will ﬁrst have to foster conditions in which their efforts have a chance of
ﬂourishing; and in order to create such conditions they will have to overcome
a number of obstacles. This programme drives the Theologico-Political Treatise,
which is in effect an analysis of the conditions in which the Dutch Republic
will be able to sustain a way of life informed by Spinoza’s philosophical ideal. It
brings his comparatively abstract goal down to earth by spelling out some of its
main political and theological implications, by identifying the most important
barriers that currently stand in its way, and by showing that they can safely be
removed. The Treatise translates a philosophical sketch of the good life into
a reform plan for a particular community, designed to enable it to cultivate a
more harmonious way of life, and to strengthen its capacity to deal with
conﬂict and stress.
The main obstacles that impede the capacity of the Dutch to work construc
tively towards a more satisfying existence revolve, in Spinoza’s view, around
the relations between philosophy, politics, and religion. Individuals are best
placed to co operate when they are as free as possible to live as their own ideas
dictate. They need to be free to philosophize, as Spinoza puts it, and free to
worship in their own fashion. As things stand, these capacities are suppressed by
established religions, above all the Dutch Reformed Church and its political
allies, who take it upon themselves to dictate what philosophical claims are
acceptable and what dogmas the faithful must accept. A large part of Spinoza’s
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task is therefore to overturn this religious outlook. By showing where it goes
wrong, he aims to discredit its authority and make way for a form of religious
life orientated towards his own harmonious ideal.
Religious and philosophical pluralism are, therefore, preconditions of a
peaceful community that can dedicate itself to learning how to improve its
way of life by understanding its own situation and potential. But these
conditions also need to be sustained by a political system with the same
aims, and can easily be thwarted by an oppressive form of rule. Focusing
again on the United Provinces, Spinoza defends its republican form of
government and speaks up against the supporters of a mixed constitution.
The best way for the Dutch to promote increasingly harmonious ways of life
is to live in a republic that encourages freedom of worship and the freedom
to philosophize.
This bare outline of Spinoza’s programme provides a sense of the overall
argument of the Treatise, and indicates how it complements the philosophical
argument of the Ethics. But it cannot begin to do justice to the depth and
subtlety of his discussion of theologico politics, or to the determination with
which he defends his views against a wide range of opponents. It is this more
detailed level of argument, as much as its overarching theme, that philosophical
commentators have found so stimulating and have put to many kinds of use.
Some have mined it as a source of insight into contemporary problems,
exploring Spinoza’s work for pertinent themes and arguments.2 Others have
read his work teleologically, interpreting him as an early advocate of contem
porary values such as free speech and democracy.3 A third group has explored
the relationship between Spinoza’s treatment of theologico politics and that of
other individual philosophers such as Hobbes.4 A fourth has concerned itself
with his debts to particular traditions, such as Judaism.5 And a ﬁfth has placed

2
See for example Louis Althusser, ‘On Spinoza’, in Essays in Self-Criticism (London: New Left
Books, 1976); Moira Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd, Collective Imaginings: Spinoza, Past and Present
(London: Routledge, 1999); Antonio Negri, The Savage Anomaly: The Power of Spinoza’s
Metaphysics and Politics, trans. Michael Hardt (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991).
3
The most celebrated current exponent of this approach is Jonathan Israel. See his Radical
Enlightenment. Philosophy and the Making of Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
4
See, for example, Edwin Curley, ‘“I Durst Not Write So Boldly” or How to Read Hobbes’
Theologico Political Treatise’, in Studi su Hobbes e Spinoza, ed. Emilia Giancotti (Naples:
Bibliopolis, 1996); Theo Verbeek, Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise: Exploring ‘the Will of
God’ (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003).
5
For example, Steven M. Nadler, Spinoza’s Heresy: Immortality and the Jewish Mind (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 2001); Heidi M. Ravven and Lenn E. Goodman, eds., Jewish Themes in

4

S P I N O Z A O N P H I L O S O P H Y, R E L I G I O N , A N D P O L I T I C S

Spinoza’s Treatise within some canon, whether of rationalists, Cartesians, or
Dutch philosophers.6
Each of these approaches has illuminated aspects of Spinoza’s work, and this
book is deeply indebted to all of them. Nevertheless, it aims to do something
different. Works of philosophy are best understood as contributions to ongoing
conversations or debates. They question or support, challenge or defend, and
even ridicule or dismiss. In some cases, such as Spinoza’s Ethics, this is not
immediately obvious: the geometrical style in which the work is presented is
designed to make it appear self sufﬁcient, and largely removes traces of the
conversational partners whose claims are implicitly contested. But in the case of
the Treatise, where Spinoza argues furiously against a sequence of theological
and philosophical opponents, these motivations are impossible to miss. Here
philosophy is not so much a conversation as a struggle—a ﬁght against a
powerful and deeply entrenched outlook, over issues that both sides regard as
utterly fundamental.
Because Spinoza is not only advocating a position of his own, but trying to
persuade his readers that his opponents’ views are irretrievably ﬂawed, the
Treatise is shaped by the positions it is contesting. To vindicate his programme,
Spinoza has to discredit the theological and political positions that stand in its
way; and in order to appreciate both what he is saying and why he is saying it
one needs to understand what views he is attacking. For seventeenth century
readers, familiar with the milieu in which the Treatise was written and the
debates in which it intervened, this would have been relatively straightforward.
But it is much more difﬁcult for us. Spinoza addresses himself to problems from
which we are estranged and factions that have long ceased to exist, and does not
pause to set out their positions in a way that nowadays makes the force of his
own arguments perspicuous. To follow him, and to grasp the signiﬁcance of his
claims, it is not enough to explicate his text: one must also set it in the context
of the sequence of theological and political debates to which he is contributing.
A great deal of illuminating research has been done on Spinoza’s various allies
and opponents: on the group of Dutch Cartesians to which he both does and
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(Carbondale, Ill. Southern Illinois University Press, 1992).

I N T RO D U C T I O N

5

does not belong; on the conservative Calvinists who opposed them; on more
moderate strands of Calvinism with which he sometimes allies himself; and so
on. These groups and their convictions form landmarks, some clearer than
others, in the intellectual landscape through which Spinoza is journeying, and
he relies on them to pinpoint his own position. In what follows, I draw
extensively on this impressive body of research. But whereas it has largely
been used to cast light on Spinoza’s treatment of particular themes, I use it to
interpret a particular text. I try to reconstruct the variety of interconnecting
polemics that organize the Treatise, and offer a systematic account of the
argument that Spinoza builds up by opposing them. Rather than focusing on
a speciﬁc aspect of the text—for example its theory of biblical interpretation, its
construal of revelation, its defence of religious pluralism, or its analysis of the
state—I trace the course of the struggle on which Spinoza is engaged and
follow him as he develops his case, addressing ﬁrst one set of opponents and
then another. If one were to take any single section of his polemic, it would of
course be possible to reconstruct the debates to which he is contributing in
more detail, and to recover a richer set of allusions and controversies than those
I have discussed. But the beneﬁts of detailed argument have to be weighed
against the pleasures of an overall picture, and I have mainly opted for the latter.
Although attempts to examine the Treatise as a unity have not been common,
there are, I think, a number of reasons in favour of this approach. The habit of
moving easily from one of Spinoza’s texts to another, implicitly assuming that
his works cohere, is deeply entrenched among commentators and sometimes
justiﬁed. As it happens, Spinoza is the kind of systematic philosopher who
gradually extended his grasp of a set of core problems by approaching them
from different angles, steadily building up the structure and implications of a
distinctive philosophical outlook. In many cases, then, one text functions as a
mirror in which one can get a fresh view of arguments contained in another,
and it would be foolish to deny oneself the insights that this mode of interpre
tation yields. Nevertheless, Spinoza’s texts are far from forming a seamless
whole. Written for various audiences and diverse purposes, they operate on a
number of levels and use different methods to win the agreement of their
readers. The context in which a point is made alters its valency, so that it can be
dangerous to uproot an argument from one text and plant it in another.
To appreciate what Spinoza is trying to achieve in the Treatise, one needs to
be sensitive to the levels at which he is arguing in its different sections, and to
the way that each level contributes to the overall goal of this particular text.
The best way to observe this rule, so it seems to me, is to follow the develop
ment of the Treatise’s polemic from beginning to end, concentrating both on
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what it advocates and on what it rejects. The beneﬁts of this approach are partly
historical. It enables one to reconstruct, at least in part, the ground clearing
aspect of Spinoza’s enterprise, by revealing what he regards as the main
obstacles to an empowering way of life, and what he takes to be wrong with
them. It allows us to see the Treatise not just as a set of more or less appealing
claims, frozen in the past, but as an active theologico political intervention in
the politics of its time and a bid to redirect the course of power. Perhaps this
should be enough; but in the case of such a wild and suggestive work as the
Treatise, approaching it systematically and contextually also yields insights of
general philosophical interest, which bear on our own predicament as much as
on that of the Dutch state in the second half of the seventeenth century. These
will emerge as we go along, but they include Spinoza’s analysis of superstition;
his account of the relationship between theological and philosophical thinking;
and his analysis of the afﬁnities between religion, politics, and philosophy, each
of which contributes in its own way to the creation of a harmonious and
empowering way of life. What we do with these conclusions is up to us. But
the better we understand the interlocking set of positions that Spinoza defends
in the Treatise, the more clearly shall we be able to hear them.

