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Introduction


Baruch de Spinoza (1632–1677) was one of the most intriguing figures in the history of modern philosophy. His originality, audacity, and consistent rationality made him both hated and applauded by thinkers of all kinds. He was also just about the only person in modern philosophy whose personality had as much importance as his philosophy. Whereas other philosophers have been cited for their arguments, ideas, or theories, Spinoza has been offered as the epitome of what a true philosopher should be like as a person. Hence, Spinoza has been a unique figure among modern thinkers for the last three centuries, inspiring many different currents of thought and many different interpretations.

Harry Austryn Wolfson, the renowned Spinoza scholar of the first half of the twentieth century, said that Spinoza was the last of the medievals and the first of the moderns. On the one hand, Spinoza was still using some of the categories and conceptions of Arabic, Jewish, and Christian medieval thought. On the other hand, his great contribution lay in making a clean break with religious and theological philosophy. According to Wolfson, Spinoza was the first philosopher of modern times who required no axiom or premise based on revealed religious information. Descartes was still clinging to, or giving lip service to, a theological base for his new philosophy. Spinoza eliminated this and proceeded directly from a set of principles or axioms that had no theological content or import.1

Spinoza dispensed with any appeal to the supernatural to account for the world and how it operates. His brilliant system developed a complete picture of the world based solely on definitions and axioms and sought to explain everything in terms of the attributes of a non-supernatural God. The attributes that human beings could know were those of thought and extension and, through these, men can discover how the world operates, what it consists of, and the role of human beings in it. This conception enabled Spinoza to present a way in which people could find their goals in non-theological terms. This remarkable break with tradition was one of the most radical innovations in seventeenth-century thought and one that has continued to spawn interesting new understandings and insights in philosophy, ethics, and science.

His two major works, the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670) and the Ethics, published posthumously in 1677, advanced his radical new conceptions. Subsequent philosophers have found much to contemplate and cogitate in these works, which are still very much in the main stream of philosophical discussion.

The picture that has been formed of Spinoza the thinker and Spinoza the moral agent was developed in the first biographical accounts of Spinoza: those by Pierre Bayle, Jean-Maximilien Lucas, and Johann Colerus, as well as those of the early German Enlightenment. Bayle, at the end of the seventeenth century, was compiling his massive Dictionnaire historique et critique. He intended to include important figures that had been misrepresented or left out of previous dictionaries. In the finished product, which first appeared in 1697, by far the longest article is that of Spinoza, being ten times the size of any other article. In fact, when taken out of its folio size and when the footnotes are incorporated it turns out to be a book of over 300 pages. Entitled Het Leven de Spinoza, it was published as such in Dutch in 1697 by the publisher and bookseller Francis Halma.2

Bayle’s article contains what is probably the first known biography of Spinoza but it is the Lucas biography that is generally called the earliest biography of Spinoza although there is no evidence that it existed before 1711–12. The Lucas biography, La Vie de Spinosa, first appeared in French along with a work called L’esprit de M. Spinosa or Traité des trois Imposteurs. Lucas is reported to have been a French Protestant refugee in Holland at the end of the seventeenth century who was part of a circle of spinozists. Nothing much is known of him even if he is the author of the early life of Spinoza.3

Johann Colerus was a Lutheran minister in The Hague who rented the very rooms that Spinoza lived in at the end of his life at the home of the painter Henrik van der Spyck. Colerus heard much about the philosopher from the landlord and decided to put together this material with whatever else he could find out about Spinoza from people in the Netherlands. His biography of Spinoza first appeared in 1705–6 and was quickly translated into many languages.4

Unfortunately, there is scant biographical material in the three original sources and not much more has come to light since. Thus, a lot of rumors, speculations, and fantasies have become mixed into the discussion of the life of the philosopher. We will try to unravel the various strands of Spinoza’s short life in the pages that follow.

First, we will try to situate Spinoza in his historical context in the seventeenth century – a Jew born of Portuguese parents and raised in the Jewish community in Amsterdam, who was excommunicated from that group and then made his way in a quite different world, that of secular and Protestant society in the Netherlands. We will look at the ideas that appear in his earliest writings and in his fully developed ones, the Tractatus and the Ethics. We will then discuss his interaction with intellectuals of the time in the Netherlands and elsewhere and how his ideas came to be known to a wider audience. Finally, we will examine what sort of influence he has had over the last three centuries and more.



Chapter One


The Jewish community

Spinoza was born on November 24, 1632 in Amsterdam, the son of a Jewish Portuguese mother and father. Practicing Jews had been expelled from Spain in 1492 and a large number of them went to Portugal. In 1497 the Portuguese Jews were given a choice of accepting Christianity or being banished. Many of the Jews who remained both in Spain and Portugal, and who were forcibly converted to Christianity, secretly retained some of their Jewish affiliation. The Spanish and Portuguese Inquisitions were established to police the activities of the converted Jews (conversos) and to find out which of the conversos were marranos (people who still secretly practiced some aspect of Judaism). The Inquisition had no control over unconverted Jews, who were not considered heretics since they were not Christians, but it did have jurisdiction over the converted and baptized Jews. Spinoza’s parents, who were crypto-Jews, or marranos, had been arrested in Portugal and charged with carrying on Jewish practices. They confessed and promised not to do it again and were released with fines and social disabilities, such as wearing a jacket on which was written the crimes that they had committed. This garment was also hung in the church so everyone would know their situation. If they were found backsliding again, the penalty could be death at the stake. Rather than risk this, Spinoza’s parents fled from Iberia, going first to France and then to the Netherlands.5

From the early seventeenth century, a free Jewish society had developed in the northern Netherlands that attracted a stream of persecuted Sephardic Jews,* such as Spinoza’s parents, from Spain, Portugal, Italy, and France. The territory was originally under the control of the Duke of Burgundy. In the early sixteenth century, when Charles V, who was the duke, became the king of Spain, control of the Netherlands passed to the Spanish crown. Charles’s son, Philip, sought to unite the parts of his father’s empire, including the Holy Roman Empire, Spain, Portugal, and the Netherlands, and to impose uniform laws on them. The northern Netherlands rebelled against Spanish inquisitorial persecution of Protestants in what is now Belgium. The rebellion began when the Spanish authorities tried to establish the Inquisition in the southern Netherlands. Centers of rebellion developed at Leiden and other northern cities. The Dutch, after a stubborn fight, managed to separate from Spanish control in 1568 and over the following years developed into an independent country consisting of seven provinces and the city of Amsterdam. After the rebellion, there was a problem of who was in charge of the Dutch territories. The highest official, the prince of Orange, was called the “stadholder,” that is, the regent holding the territory for the monarch. This new nation had no clear sovereignty and the society developed as a compromise between the Calvinist House of Orange and the political forces in the various Dutch provinces.6

In 1619, the Synod of Dordrecht tried to establish a unified religion for the new state. However, it quickly became clear that there was a great split within the most powerful group, the Calvinists, and that there was enormous diversity of religious belief throughout the country. Some of this was the result of a large Catholic population in the southern part of the Netherlands – half the population was Catholic at the time – and another element was the various religious groups that either developed within the country or came from other lands. A book published in 1673 called La Religion des Hollandois (The Religion of the Dutch) claimed that the Netherlands was a religious madhouse, having over a hundred different religions functioning at the same time.7 The orthodox Dutch Reform Church regarded itself as the established church and tried to control religious diversity through its edicts. However, the Netherlands was the economic and commercial center of colonial trade, with commerce passing through the country to the rest of Europe and beyond. Any attempt that interfered with commercial developments was resisted, such as the effort to impose religious uniformity. Most of the time the government would choose not to go along with attempts by the orthodox Calvinists to bring about religious conformity, finding it more beneficial for the economic development of the country to permit a wide diversity of religion. Although attempts to make Catholicism illegal did become law, this law was not enforced. Hence, the Netherlands became the most religiously tolerant part of Europe by default and not by a constitutional process. As traders from all over the world came to Amsterdam, various religious groups settled there and the Dutch authorities made minimal efforts to control and contain them.8

Many Dutch Protestants, like their English counterparts, the Puritans, saw the great change in their nation as part of the preparation for the Millennium, the second coming of Jesus and his thousand-year reign on earth. Dutch religious writers were excited about the theological significance of their military victory over the Catholic Spaniards, the rapid development of their new economy, and their success over the watery forces of nature (they had figured out how to clear the water off the land with the help of dyke construction, windmills and canals and how to make agriculture and commerce flourish in what had been a marshy terrain). Within this outlook, the role of the Jews took on a special significance. According to the Book of Revelation, the Jews would convert freely and spiritually to Christianity as the penultimate step before the return of Jesus. As a result, the Jewish community in the Netherlands was cultivated by Protestant leaders in the hope that signs of their conversion would soon become apparent.9

Early in the seventeenth century, the Dutch political authorities also began to take notice of Spanish and Portuguese Jews living in the Dutch Republic. They first regarded them as cohorts of their Spanish enemies because they spoke Spanish. When they discovered they had also been persecuted by the Spaniards they agreed to let them carry on their religious life in the Netherlands. Although the Jewish community in Amsterdam at the time was operating in a Christian society, it was not under the usual rules and regulations that governed Jews in other Christian lands such as Germany or Italy. The question of what status the Jews had was partially worked out in some unwritten regulations of 1616 that made it legal for Jews to have their own private religious services as long as they did not commit blasphemy or annoy their Christian neighbors. In the accepted rules, the Jews were told not to write anything against Christianity and not to publish anything that would cause scandal, whatever that might be. The Dutch authorities seemed to have had only a vague idea of the new world they were entering into by allowing a non-Christian group to have a legally protected status. In the course of the next fifty years, the Jewish community and the surrounding Dutch Christian community had to test what was acceptable to each side. The Jews were not encased in a ghetto but could live wherever they pleased. This led to social mixing that was unusual for its time. Some of the discussions indicate that the authorities and the Dutch society were upset by sexual interaction and by certain kinds of economic activities, including extravagant memorial monuments and ostentatious home ornamentation. But these discussions also show that they were favorably impressed by how the Jewish community carried on its religious activities except when these became too boisterous.10

The question of exactly what Jews could or could not do was taken up by the distinguished legal authority Hugo Grotius, who was asked to formulate some laws that would define how Jews could function in a Christian society, albeit a diverse Christian society. Grotius proposed a moderate plan with some restrictions. But before his plan could be adopted, Grotius himself had to flee religious persecution.11

In the end, the Dutch authorities made an informal agreement with the Spanish and Portuguese Jews that they could live openly in Amsterdam and other cities as long as they did not cause scandal or allow any of their religious brethren to become public charges. The Jewish community grew quickly. Its members were mainly marranos who had very little training in Judaism. The community basically created its own version of Jewish practices and beliefs, mingling freely with other religious groups. At first, they shared a building in which to worship with some English dissident Protestant groups, albeit, of course, at different times. They encouraged their neighbors to see how they practice their religion and Amsterdam soon became the only place in Europe where Christians could mingle freely with Jews in their synagogues and discuss their differing views. The Jewish community developed educational and cultural institutions to keep up their Iberian heritage and to guide their religious beliefs and practices. Services were conducted in Spanish and Portuguese and there were classes teaching more or less the same subjects as were taught in Catholic schools in Spain and Portugal.

Many of the Iberian Jews who came to the Netherlands were quickly engaged in international commerce. In the first half of the seventeenth century, Amsterdam became the center for the transport of goods from overseas empires into Europe and the center of international banking. Many Sephardic Jews took part in the Dutch economic miracle of the time and became wealthy. The leaders of the community were both the important commercial laymen and the rabbis. The power rested with the laymen (the parnassim) who appointed the rabbis and made the decisions for the community. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the community carefully protected the status of the parnassim as the ultimate authority. When rabbis from other parts of the world came and tried to get them to adopt certain views, the community would insist that only the parnassim could decide these matters. During this period the rabbis were selfselected, with little formal training, and treated as employees to be hired and fired at the will of the parnassim. To enforce any religious claims, the rabbis needed the backing of the parnassim, who were usually the wealthiest members of the group. Spinoza’s father, Michael Espinosa, served for a couple of years as a parnas.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that informal debates between Christians and Jews and criticisms of each other’s religion started occurring in the streets of Amsterdam. Also, after 1617, there are indications that criticisms of Christianity by Jews were being circulated in manuscript and that a professor at Leiden was attempting to refute these views. Elijah Montalto, the Jewish physician to Queen Marie de Medici of France, had written a critique of the Christian interpretation of Isaiah 53 and also a controversial work opposing his, Montalto’s, views to those of some Catholic theologians.

A different kind of anti-Christian work came on the scene sometime in the late 1620s. A Lithuanian Caraite rabbi, Abraham Isaac of Troki (1533–1594), had written a work in Hebrew in 1592 called Chizzuk Emunah (The Fortification of the Faith).12 The manuscript is a very forceful attack on basic Christian concepts and arguments for the Christian interpretation of the Old Testament. The work appeared in several languages in Amsterdam – Spanish, Portuguese, French, and Dutch – and soon became very popular.13 Technically, it did not break the original understanding that the Jews would not write anti-Christian material in Amsterdam since this was written elsewhere and the wide distribution of the Troki manuscript suggests there was no effort to suppress it.14

Domestic anti-Christian works start appearing at the end of the 1650s. The first is the monumental writing of over four hundred pages by Rabbi Saul Levi Morteira, the chief rabbi of Amsterdam during Spinoza’s time, entitled Providencia de Dios con Israel. This was apparently written in 1659, a year before his demise. It is a massive, learned attack on Christian theology and dogma. Many manuscripts of it exist, some elegantly illustrated, some, like the Troki manuscript, looking like medieval illuminated manuscripts. In addition, Morteira gave sermons from the time he became a rabbi in Amsterdam. Recently 550 of his sermons have been discovered in Budapest by Professor Marc Saperstein, who is gradually analyzing them and making them available. These are Hebrew copies made by Morteira himself of sermons he gave in Portuguese. In these, there is a recurring theme of attacking Catholicism because of what it had done to the Spanish and Portuguese Jews and of showing the advantages of Judaism over the religion of Portugal and Spain. In the work written at the end of his life, the attack broadens to include Calvinism as well and to challenge the central theses of Christianity and to answer Christian anti-Jewish works such as those by Pablo de Santa Maria and Sixtus of Sienna.15

A few years later, two more Amsterdam Jewish intellectuals produced large anti-Christian writings – Isaac Orobio da Castro and Moses Raphael d’Aguilar. Orobio and d’Aguilar discussed their opposition to Christianity and their worries about deviant Jewish views.16 Orobio said on the flyleaf of a manuscript of his work that still exists in Amsterdam that he did not publish it for fear of causing scandal but that he sent it to the Jesuits in Brussels who liked it very much. Orobio’s explanation may account for why the others also did not publish. But perhaps a more interesting question is why they started writing these strong attacks on Christianity from 1659 onward. Such literature does not exist at any other time in Jewish history and each of these polemics was to have an important afterlife in the Enlightenment when they became available to non-Jewish readers.17

It was evidently acceptable to the Dutch Christian community that the synagogue could have open discussions in the sermons criticizing Christianity provided these were predominantly directed against Catholicism, the common enemy of the Dutch Calvinists and the Spanish and Portuguese Jews. As long as nothing was said about Jesus they avoided committing blasphemy on this score. An analysis of some of Morteira’s sermons indicates that there he used a sort of crypto language, whereby the former Christian, now Jewish, members of the audience would get a message that might escape other Christian listeners. In this way, the preacher could say things about Christianity obliquely which, if said directly, would have been blasphemous.18 Orobio de Castro also took part in a public disputation with the Protestant leader Philip van Limborch, a liberal Calvinist. This debate was published in 1687 and again in the early eighteenth century and attracted much attention; the volume is cited fairly often.

Probably the most virulent anti-Christian writing of the time is the work called the Porta Veritatis. It is not mentioned in any of the literature about anti-Christian writings of the time in the Netherlands. It surfaces for the first time we know of when Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel, a teacher of Spinoza, sold a copy of it in 1655 or 1656 to the Regius professor of Hebrew at Cambridge, Ralph Cudworth. Menasseh was then in England negotiating the possible readmission of the Jews. Cudworth, who had just met him, asked him why he did not accept Christianity. Menasseh showed him this manuscript, the Porta Veritatis, in Latin and sold it to him for ten pounds. Cudworth spent a good deal of effort trying to refute it and his unfinished efforts are still in the British Library. He also complained to the authorities about it. It was willed by him to Bishop Richard Kidder of Bath and Wells, who said it was so awful that nobody but a true and believing Christian should be allowed to look at it and had it put under lock and key at the Bodleian Library in Oxford.19

While most of the other members of the Jewish community had been born in Christian lands as Catholics, and in some cases Protestants, and reverted to Judaism when they got to Amsterdam, young Spinoza was from the first generation of Jews born in Amsterdam who had never suffered from anti-Jewish regulations. He had learned a little about the persecutions in Spain from his parents and sermons in the synagogue. Did he also learn some of his later biblical criticism from the anti-Christian views being circulated in the Jewish community? Though he never refers to any of the unpublished anti-Christian polemics, similar arguments to those of Troki and others turn up in Spinoza’s critique of modern Bible interpreters. Spinoza’s argument for the unity of substance is close to Troki’s arguments against the doctrine of the Trinity. More relevant is that Spinoza’s evaluation of some of the biblical passages about divine activities strikes similar notes to Troki’s resistance to anthropological readings by Christians of his time. It is hard to imagine that Spinoza could have grown up in Amsterdam without coming into contact with this literature and without discussing it with others.

In the period leading up to Spinoza’s break with the Jewish community the records of the synagogue indicate that a lot of deviant behavior went on and that the efforts to set up a rigid society were not working at all. Congregants had to be told repeatedly that they should give up attending Christian church services, that they should not eat non-Kosher food, and things of this sort. In 1651, Isaac Lopes Suasso moved to Amsterdam and joined the synagogue. He was a merchant from Belgium who had lived his life up until then as a New Christian and his brother was professor of Catholic theology at Bordeaux. There is no evidence that Lopes Suasso was a marrano, secretly practicing Judaism. His decision to move to Amsterdam seems to have been guided by economic forces, moving his business from Antwerp to Amsterdam and marrying the daughter of Abraham de Pinto, who happened to be the richest Jewish merchant in Amsterdam. Lopes Suasso was made secretary treasurer of the group in 1653. The by-laws stated that one could only be a parnas after three years of membership but this was overlooked in Lopes Suasso’s case. He was secretary treasurer during the period of Spinoza’s break with the synagogue. There is nothing in what we presently know to show that he was actively engaged in the problems caused by young Spinoza. Instead, we find from the records that he was very busy dealing with two of the biggest social issues in the Jewish community of the time. The first was the hundreds and hundreds of Spanish Jews who had to be resettled after they had been driven out of Brazil. They had established a colony in 1642 at Recife when the Dutch controlled the territory and this colony was extremely prosperous until recaptured by the Portuguese in 1654. This created a large number of wealthy refugees. Some found new homes in the Caribbean; some became the first Jews in New Amsterdam and Rhode Island; but most returned to the Netherlands. They had to be re-established and reintegrated into the community. The rabbinical leader of the group in Brazil, Isaac Aboab de Fonseca, became the second-in-command at the Amsterdam synagogue and was also given the task of establishing a kabbalistic yeshiva in Amsterdam.

A quite different social problem had been created by the disruption of Jewish life in Eastern Europe. The Swedish army invaded Poland and captured some of the major territories where Jews lived, such as Vilna. Thousands of Jews fled eastward across northern Germany into the Netherlands. These Jews, Ashkenazim, came mainly as penniless refugees. The Jewish community of Amsterdam understood its commitment to making sure no Jews became public charges, so one finds in the synagogue records of Lopes Suasso that he was arranging various ad hoc solutions for the Ashkenazi refugees, such as resettling them in Germany and finding boats to take them out of Amsterdam.20 Indications of the extent of the problem can be seen in some of Rembrandt’s drawings of the time with poor Jews in rags depicted outside and around the synagogue in Amsterdam. By Spinoza’s time, half the members of the congregation were Ashkenazim. Their needs and attitudes were treated cursorily and they took no part in the management or running of the synagogue. The Ashkenazim were generally poorer and dependent on the good will and largesse of the richer Iberian Jews. This dichotomy became evident with the Ashkenazim being relegated to jobs such as cleaning out the synagogue, washing the windows, and moving the furniture, while the Sephardim took care of the education of the young, the poetry and dramatic societies, and contacts with the outside world. A few years later, the Ashkenazic Jews established their own synagogue across the street and the original congregation, from then on, was dedicated just to the Sephardic group. They built the Grand Synagogue, which is still standing, in the 1660s and it was dedicated in 1672 with great ceremony throughout Amsterdam. It was, at the time, the largest building in Amsterdam and still is the largest synagogue in Western Europe.

The above picture of how the Amsterdam synagogue developed provides the setting for the Spinoza drama. The main focus of the synagogue was to provide a community for Portuguese and Spanish exiles who had come to Amsterdam, to give them an opportunity to continue the cultural life of Iberia, and to adopt and live by some of the Jewish traditions. Furthermore, as we have seen, the two main problems of the reintegration and resettlement of the Sephardic refugees from Brazil and the problem of dealing with the poverty-stricken Ashkenazim fleeing from Eastern Europe seem to be the main focus of the treasurer’s problems of the time. Spinoza only enters into Lopes Suasso’s notes when he records the actual expulsion of Spinoza. The picture we have drawn of the activities of the Amsterdam synagogue indicate that it was not particularly repressive or doctrinaire. It seemed to allow a wide variety of activities and attitudes among its members, old and young. We do not know much about what training it provided to one of its most brilliant students, Baruch de Spinoza. We do know that he was excommunicated in 1656 so we have to look backwards to try to discover what led to this drastic outcome.
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