
Spinoza and the 
Radical Enlightenment

Week 1.     18th September 2017

Introducing Spinoza



‘The Lords of the ma'amad, having long known of the 
evil opinions and acts of Baruch de Spinoza, have 
endeavoured by various means and promises, to turn 
him from his evil ways. But having failed to make him 
mend his wicked ways, and, on the contrary, daily 
receiving more and more serious information about the 
abominable heresies which he practiced and taught 
and about his monstrous deeds, and having for this 
numerous trustworthy witnesses who have deposed 
and born witness to this effect in the presence of the 
said Espinoza, they became convinced of the truth of 
this matter; and after all of this has been investigated 
in the presence of the honourable chachamim, they 
have decided, with their consent, that the said 
Espinoza should be excommunicated and expelled from 
the people of Israel. By decree of the angels and by the 
command of the holy men, we excommunicate, expel, 
curse and damn Baruch de Espinoza, with the consent 
of God, Blessed be He, and with the consent of the 
entire holy congregation’

‘… no one should communicate with him, neither in 
writing, nor accord him any favour nor stay with him 
under the same roof nor come within four cubits in his 
vicinity; nor shall he read any treatise composed or 
written by him.’



‘it is a book full of studious abominations and 
an accumulation of opinions which have been 
forged in hell, which every reasonable person, 
indeed every Christian should find abhorrent.’
- Willem van Blijenbergh

‘I have read the book by Spinoza. I am 
saddened by the fact that such a learned man 
has, as it seems, sunk so low. The critique that 
he launches against the holy books has its 
foundations in the Leviathan of Hobbes, but it 
is not difficult to show that it is often defective. 
Writings of this sort tend to undermine the 
Christian religion, consolidated by the precious 
blood, sweat and vigilance of martyrs. If only 
they can stimulate someone equal to Spinoza 
in erudition but exceeding him in his respect 
for Christianity to refute his numerous 
paralogisms and his abuse of eastern letters.’
- Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz





‘Spinoza, then, emerged as the supreme philosophical 
bogeyman of early Enlightenment Europe. Admittedly, 
historians have rarely emphasised this. It has been much 
more common, and still is, to claim that Spinoza was rarely 
understood and had very little influence … In fact, no one 
else during the century 1650-1750 remotely rivalled 
Spinoza’s notoriety as the chief challenger of the 
fundamentals of revealed religion, received ideas, tradition, 
morality, and what was everywhere regarded, in absolutist 
and non-absolutist states alike, as divinely constituted 
political authority.’

– Jonathan Israel, Radical Enlightenment



Spinoza in a nutshell

• Benedictus de Spinoza, 1632-1677

• Dutch philosopher and lens-grinder

• Renowned for his grasp of Descartes 
and unconventional views on God

• Major works include the Ethics (1677) and 
Theological-Political Treatise (1670)

• Makes some of the most strident claims for philosophical 
and political freedom in the history of thought



What do you know about Spinoza, and 
what would you like to get from the 
course? Talk to your neighbour, then 
introduce them to the class.



Course aims

• Read, engage and debate the key ideas of Spinoza’s Ethics 
and Theological-Political Treatise

• Explain key concepts like immanence, monism, freedom, 
conatus, the affects, toleration and democracy 

• Recognise Spinoza’s 17th century context, influences and 
engagements with other thinkers and scientists

• Relate Spinoza’s radical ideas to the later 18th century 
Enlightenment and explain their significance 

• Apply Spinoza to contemporary issues around freedom, 
responsibility, religion, politics and the environment



Course outline

18th Sept Introducing Spinoza Treatise on the Emendation 
of the Intellect

25th Sept The God of Spinoza Ethics, Part 1

2nd Oct Minds, bodies and power Ethics, Parts 1 & 2

9th Oct Human knowledge and freedom Ethics, Parts 2 & 3

16th Oct Desire and emotion Ethics, Part 3

23rd Oct How should we live? Ethics, Part 4

30th Oct Blessedness Ethics, Part 5

6th Nov The politics of fear TTP, Preface, Chs 1-2

13th Nov Religion under reason TTP, Chs 3-7

20th Nov   Democracy and freedom TTP, Chs 16-19

27th Nov Radical Enlightenment? TTP Ch 20; TP Chs 1-2

4th Dec Thinking in a Spinozan way



What you’ll need….

• Moodle login

- Texts will be available electronically, with 
excerpt print-outs circulated week before

• Ethics – translation by Edwin Curley 
recommended (Penguin, 1994)

• Theological-Political Treatise
– translations by Curley (Princeton 2016), 

Samuel Shirley (Hackett 2002) or Israel and 
Silverthorne (Cambridge 2007) all good



Moodle login

Username: firstnamelastname

Password: FirstNameInitial (capitals)

E.g. Donald Trump

Username:donaldtrump

Password: DONALDT



Good introductory guides

- Roger Scruton, Spinoza: A Very Short Introduction 

(OUP, 2002)

- Stuart Hampshire, Spinoza (Pelican, 1987)

- Charles Jarrett, Spinoza: A Guide for the Perplexed 

(Continuum, 2007)

- Michael Della Rocca, Spinoza

- The Bloomsbury Companion to Spinoza (2014)

- Stanford Encyclopaedia: www.plato.stanford.edu

http://www.plato.stanford.edu/


Course paperwork

• Before going to break, please take a moment 
to complete the course forms

• Reflect to yourself, and perhaps discuss with 
your neighbour, what you’d like to get most 
out of the course

• If there’s any questions come and talk to me 
during the break or note my email down for 
later: Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

mailto:Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk




Caute!



Caute!

• Spinoza’s life marked by turbulence and danger

• Influenced by Jewish philosophers (Maimonides, 

Crescas), and Roman historians, poets and Stoic 

philosophy (Tacitus, Ovid, Terence)

• Communicates with Boyle, Huygens and Hudde

on latest scientific developments

• Moves from Amsterdam to Leiden and later the 

Hague, motivated by safety and stimulation

• Publishes TTP in secret in 1670, delays publishing 

his masterpiece Ethics for fears of his safety

• Wore a signet ring bearing the motto ‘Caute!’ 

(caution)



Key biographical details

• Dutch republic independent from Habsburg Spain, 1585

• Born in Amsterdam, 1632 to a Portuguese Jewish Marrano 
family

• Takes over family trading business in 1655 at time of naval war

• 1656 expelled from the synagogue; begins learning Latin, lens-
grinding, and the New Philosophy in Amsterdam, later Leiden

• 1663 publishes book on Descartes

• 1672 Dutch Rampjaar and murder of De Witt brothers

• 1674 ban on the TTP and Leviathan

• 1677 Spinoza dies from lung condition related to lens-grinding

• His Ethics and other works are edited and published 
posthumously



Spinoza: detailed chronology
1568 The Dutch Revolt begins against Philip II of Spain and continues for 80 years

1579 Unions of Utrecht and Arras, unifying the seven provinces of the Netherlands

1585 De facto independence of the Netherlands

1609 Twelve’ Years Truce between United Provinces and Spain; Dutch begin to divide on political and 
religious lines, with mercantile and more secular republicans like Grotius and Oldenbarnevelt
(Arminians) disagreeing with Calvinist, monarchical Gomarists around Prince Maurice of Orange

1618 Calvinist/Orangist coup, resulting in execution of Oldenbarnevelt and imprisonment of Grotius

1621 The Espinosa family arrive in Amsterdam from Nantes

1632 Birth of Spinoza on November 24 in Amsterdam to a Portuguese Jewish immigrant family

1648 Treaty of Westphalia ends Thirty Years’ War and officially recognises United Provinces’ 
independence

1652-4 First Anglo-Dutch War; Spinoza’s father’s trading firm is ruined through lost cargoes

1654 Death of Spinoza’s father; becomes head of the family business; begins clashing with rabbis at the 
Amsterdam synagogue

1656 Spinoza expelled from the Synagogue and placed under ban from the Jewish world

1660 End of the Cromwellian Commonwealth and Restoration of the English Monarchy

1661-2 Spinoza begins corresponding with Oldenburg of the Royal Society, and via him, Robert Boyle

1663 Publication of the Principles of Cartesian Philosophy

1668 Trial and imprisonment of freethinker (and his friend) Adriaen Koerbagh, dying following year

1670 Publication of the Theological-Political Treatise [Tractatus Theologico-Politicus]

1672 Dutch republic simultaneously attacked by France, England and German states; its liberal 
republican leader, Johan De Witt, is attacked and killed by a crowd at the Hague

1673 Spinoza meets with the invading French army at Utrecht, for unclear reasons

1674 TTP, Leviathan and other works banned by the States of Holland and States General

1677 Spinoza dies in the Hague on 21 February; his Complete Works are posthumously published

1678 States of Holland ban Spinoza’s philosophy; first translation of TTP appears in French





Previous: Salomon van Ruisdael, “View of Deventer Seen from the North-West (1657)
L: Pieter Claesz, “Vanitas” (1630)
R: Abraham van Beyeren, “Ostentatious still life” (1667)



L. Gillis van Tilborgh, “Family Portrait”, late 17th century
R. Johannes Vermeer, “Girl with a Pearl Earring”, 1665



Dutch Golden Age
• The Dutch United Provinces gain effective independence 

from Spain in 1585, with its ‘Golden Age’ lasting most of 
17th century

• Benefited from inward migration of skilled Protestant 
merchants and craftsmen from Southern Netherlands 
and France

• Relative religious toleration attracted persecuted Jews 
from Portugal, Spain and Eastern Europe

• Founded on maritime trade, shipbuilding and cloth 
manufacture





Dutch Golden Age
• Dutch East India Company founded in 1602, largest 

commercial enterprise of 17th century, trading tea and 
spices,

• Monopolises trade with Japan and China, offered 40% 
dividend on investments in 1669, with 50,000 employees 
and 10,000 private soldiers

• Dutch West India company dominates slave-trading in 
early 17th century, and establishes colonies on the 
American East Coast, Amazon River, Surinam, Brazil, 
Guyana and elsewhere

• Gradually undermined by wars with England, European 
competition and loss of access to Asian suppliers



Jan Brueghel the Younger, “A Satire of Tulip Mania” (1640)



Philosophical toleration
• Liberal, urbanised, international-facing republic is a site 

of toleration and opportunity in the ‘Republic of Letters’

• Patronage of arts and sciences, relatively free 
publishing.

• Descartes and Locke spend significant years here in exile

• Flourishing of intellectual interest in new sciences and 
philosophy among circles of radical Protestants –
Collegiants and Socinians – which Spinoza frequents

• Friends with freethinkers like Lodewijk Meyer, Adriaen
Koerbagh and Abraham van Berckel (Leviathan 
translator)



Descartes ‘lived in Holland for twenty years (1629-
49), except for a few brief visits to France and one to 
England, all on business. It is impossible to 
exaggerate the importance of Holland in the 
seventeenth century, as the one country where there 
was freedom of speculation. Hobbes had to have his 
books printed there; Locke took refuge there during 
the five worst years of reaction in England before 
1688; Bayle (of the Dictionary) found it necessary to 
live there; and Spinoza would hardly have been 
allowed to do his work in any other country.’ 

– Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy



‘[A]nd where, in the midst of the crowd 
of a great and very busy people who are 
more concerned with their own affairs 
than they are curious about those of 
others, I have been able, without lacking 
any of the amenities to be found in the 
most bustling cities, to live as solitary and 
as withdrawn a life as I could in the 
remotest deserts.’

– Descartes, Discourse on Method, Part 3.



Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect

• One of Spinoza’s first surviving works (1662-3)

• The short, unfinished Treatise gives a concise reflection 
into his motivations and inner landscape

• Please take a look at the first few sections and then in 
pairs discuss…

• What are Spinoza’s reasons for turning to philosophy?



‘After experience had taught me the 
hollowness and futility of everything 
that is ordinarily encountered in daily 
life, and I realised that all the things 
which were the source and object of 
my anxiety held nothing of good or evil 
in themselves save insofar as the mind 
was influenced by them, I resolved at 
length to enquire whether there 
existed a true good, one which was 
capable of communicating itself and 
could alone affect the mind to the 
exclusion of all else, whether, in fact, 
there was something whose discovery 
and acquisition would afford me a 
continuous and supreme joy to all 
eternity.’
- Treatise on the Emendation of the 
Intellect

Rembrandt, “Portrait of a Jewish Young Man”, 1648



Next week…

• We will turn to the Ethics!

• We’ll discuss the aims and unusual structure of the 
book, as well as Spinoza’s view of God

• Please finish reading sections 1-17 of the Treatise

• Please also read the Appendix to Part One of Ethics, 
which we’ll discuss in class

• With the Ethics, I highly recommend reading a little 
more about Spinoza and this book first – e.g. 
Wikipedia, Stanford, or the recommended guides


