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The Politics of Fear





Making sense of Spinoza

‘thought must begin by placing itself at the standpoint 
of Spinozism; to be a follower of Spinoza is the essential 
commencement of all Philosophy.’ – Hegel 

‘Regarding Spinoza, whom M. Arnauld has called the 
most impious and most dangerous man of this century, 
he was truly an Atheist. … He fell well short of mastering 
the art of demonstration; he had only a mediocre 
knowledge of analysis and geometry; what he knew 
best was to make lenses for microscopes.’ – Leibniz 





‘Spinoza is the noblest and most lovable of the great 
philosophers. Intellectually, some others have surpassed 
him, but ethically he is supreme.’ – Bertrand Russell

‘Time carries him as the river carries
A leaf in the downstream water.
No matter. The enchanted one insists
And shapes God with delicate geometry.
Since his illness, since his birth,
He goes on constructing God with the word.
The mightiest love was granted him
Love that does not expect to be loved.’ 

- Jorge Luis Borges, “Baruch Spinoza”





‘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





Theological-Political Treatise (1670)

‘In which the freedom to philosophise may not 
only be allowed without danger to piety and 
the stability of the republic but cannot be 
refused without destroying the peace of the 
republic and piety itself’. – Title-page.

• We are naturally susceptible to fear, which 
is manipulated by monarchs and religions

• Defend intellectual and religious tolerance 
against growing hostility

• Prioritise freedom of speech and democracy

• Place religious belief under sovereign power



Theological-Political Treatise (1670)

1. ‘The prejudice of the theologians. For I know that these are the 
main obstacles which prevent men from giving their minds to 
philosophy. So I apply myself to exposing such prejudices and 
removing them from the minds of sensible people.‘

2. 'The opinion of me held by the common people, who constantly 
accuse me of 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 I 
want to vindicate completely, for here it is in every way suppressed 
by the excessive authority and egoism of the preachers.‘

- Letter 30 to Oldenburg, 1665



TTP - Preface

Let’s turn to the Preface of the TTP, which begins with a long 
critique of superstition, and to Section 1

Read the section carefully (and re-familiarize yourself with the 
points in sections 3-4 too, and discuss these questions:

• Why are human beings often in the grip of superstition?

• How does this result in swings between hope and fear?

• Why does fear and superstition lead to religious belief?



[1] If men could manage all their affairs by a definite plan, 
or if fortune were always favorable to them, no one 
would be in the grip of superstition. But often they are in 
such a tight spot that they cannot decide on any plan. 
Then they usually vacillate wretchedly between hope and 
fear, desiring immoderately the uncertain goods of 
fortune, and ready to believe anything whatever. While 
the mind is in doubt, it’s easily driven this way or that—
and all the more easily when, shaken by hope and fear, it 
comes to a standstill. At other times, it’s over- confident, 
boastful and presumptuous.



My own view on religion is that of Lucretius. I regard 
it as a disease born of fear and as a source of untold 
misery to the human race. I cannot, however, deny 
that it has made some contributions to civilization. It 
helped in early days to fix the calendar, and it caused 
Egyptian priests to chronicle eclipses with such care 
that in time they became able to predict them. These 
two services I am prepared to acknowledge, but I do 
not know of any others.’

- Bertrand Russell, ‘Has Religion Made Useful 
Contributions to Civilization?’



For example, if a stone has fallen 

from a roof onto someone’s head 

and killed him, they will show, in the 

following way, that the stone fell in 

order to kill the man. for if it did not 

fall to that end, God willing it, how 

could so many circumstances have 

concurred by chance (for often many 

circumstances do concur at once)? 

… And so they will not stop asking 

for the causes of causes until you 

take refuge in the will of God, i.e., 

the sanctuary of ignorance.

- Ethics, I, Appendix



[6] We could give a great many examples like this which would show 
most clearly that men are tormented by superstition only so long as 
they are afraid; that all the things they have ever worshipped in 
illusory religion have been nothing but apparitions, the delusions of a 
sad and fearful mind; and finally, that it is when states have been in 
the greatest difficulties, that seers have had the greatest control over 
ordinary people, and been most dangerous to their Kings. But I think 
everyone knows these things well enough; so I’ll say no more about 
them.

[7] Some say that superstition arises from the fact that all mortals have 
a certain confused idea of divinity. My account of the cause of 
superstition clearly entails, first, that all men by nature are subject to 
superstition; second, that like all mockeries of the mind and impulses 
of frenzy, it is necessarily very fluctuating and inconstant; and finally, 
that it is protected only by hope, hate, anger, and deception, because 
it arises, not from reason, but only from the most powerful affects.



Konstantin Kapidagli, Enthronement Ceremony of Selim III, 1789



Wheel of Fortune, from the 
Troy Book (1455-62)



‘Fortune’
• Fortuna  – a significant, autonomous ‘goddess’ for Machiavelli

• The TTP and Ethics are clear in assigning its emergence and 

influence in the affects of hope and fear, to which superstition offers 

refuge, albeit an ‘asylum of ignorance’ (E1app), and Spinoza’s 

critique of superstition rages across TTP’s preface (particularly 

pref.1-5). 

• If humans were able to effectively live according to reason, or were 

never troubled by adverse circumstances, then they would 

experience neither hope nor fear, which is to say, an ‘inconstant joy 

[or sadness], arising from the image of a thing future or past, of 

whose outcome we are in doubt’ (E3p18s2). 

• Instead, hope and fear = passivity, vacillating between uncertain 

affects while being attached to ideas and desires beyond our control



Finalism
• These states of confusion arise from natural circumstances

• What compels us into the ‘asylum of ignorance’ is the 
inevitability of fear, sadness and vacillation when, under 
the force of our appetites, we confuse effects with final 
causes, making us susceptible to anthropomorphic 
delusions. 

• It is within this passivity in disempowerment that the 
conditions for servitude emerge.

• But Spinoza will now tie it to a form of political 
manipulation…

• Take a look at sections 9 and 10 in particular, and in pairs:

• What is the greatest secret of monarchical rule?

• How does religion aid tyranny?



'It may indeed be the highest secret of monarchical 
government and utterly essential to it, to keep men deceived, 
and to disguise the fear that sways them with the specious 
name of religion, so that they will fight for their servitude as if 
they were fighting for their own deliverance, and will not 
think it humiliating but supremely glorious to spill their blood 
and sacrifice their lives for the glorification of a single man. 

But in a free republic, on the other hand, nothing that can be 
devised or attempted will be less successful. For it is 
completely contrary to the common liberty to shackle the free 
judgment of the individual with prejudices or constraints of 
any kind.’ (TTP Pref, 10)



Voluntary Servitude

• Men fight for their servitude…

• Spinoza’s argument is reminiscent of Etienne de la Boetie’s
Discourse on Voluntary Servitude

• The ‘first reason for voluntary servitude is custom’

• La Boétie’s argument rests on two counts. 

– A people actively acquiesces and consents to its own subjection 
in its very behaviour; 

– therefore withdrawing consent through mass civil disobedience 
is sufficient to overthrow tyranny, ‘like the root when it has no 
more liquid or food, the branch dries up and dies’ 







Voluntary Servitude

• For Deleuze and Guattari in Anti-Oedipus, this is ‘the 
fundamental problem of political philosophy’, and one that 
‘Spinoza saw so clearly, and that Wilhelm Reich rediscovered’ 
namely, why subjugated individuals not merely assent to but 
actively support those who dominate them

• ‘The lower middle-class bedroom suite … the consequent 
suppression of the wife … the “decent” suit of clothes for 
Sunday … have an incomparably greater reactionary influence 
when repeated day after day than thousands of revolutionary 
rallies and leaflets can ever hope to counterbalance’ 
– Wilhelm Reich, The Mass Psychology of Fascism



Voluntary Servitude

• But is this sense of having an active will fair? 

• The power of ‘pomp and ceremony’ (TTP pref.6), ‘bread and 

circuses’ (Juvenal), or the ‘[f]lags, nations, armies, banks [that] 

get a lot of people aroused’ (Deleuze and Guattari) are not 

merely contingent problems of voluntary or self-deception, 

but elemental facts – if secrets – of all human politics. 

• At the same time, they are not features of an agreement in 

exchange for obedience, but rather systems of belief that 

provide false but consoling meanings (and opportunities) for 

the disempowered within the overarching frame of their 

domination



Frederic Lordon

• Willing Slaves of Capital (Capitalisme, desir et servitude)

• Fearful individuals not merely acquiesce in the ‘master-desire’ 
externally imposed on them, but come to recognise and pursue 
it as their own – what he calls enlisting

• There is a process of ‘capture’, wherein authorities enlist their 
subordinates to not just assent to being dominated but actually 
experience a sense of freedom, activity, even joy in subjugation 

• The effect is a complete capture of the individual’s ‘interiority’, a 
process of ‘co-linearisation’, in which the desire of the subject 
comes to totally coincide with that of the authority 

• ‘To produce consent is to produce in individuals a love for the 
situation in which they have been put’



The abuse of religion

• Spinoza now moves to distinguish his own country, with its 
precarious freedom of judgement, and attack his enemies

• The freedom to philosophise is not only compatible, but 
also assists, the peace and flourishing of the state

• It is those who defend religion and piety most loudly that 
Spinoza is suspicious of

• Turn and take a look at sections 13-17, and in pairs:

• Why does Spinoza suspect some Christians of hypocrisy?

• Why does this kind of religion pose a danger to society?





The abuse of religion

• Sola Scripture – Luther and his followers called for a return to 
biblical scripture for the true Word of God, in protest against 
the corruptions and riches of the Roman Catholic Church

• Spinoza’s decision to subject biblical scripture to reasonable 
first principles, and historical and philological investigation, is 
therefore strategic and polemical

• It undermines the authority of his Calvinist enemies…

• While providing an opportunity to establish the rule of reason 
over matters previously beyond its domain – faith, 
imagination, and everyday political life



• ‘But since I found nothing in what Scripture expressly 
teaches which did not agree with the intellect, or which 
would contradict it, and moreover, since I saw that the 
Prophets taught only very simple things, which everyone 
could easily perceive, and that they embellished these 
things in that style, and confirmed them with those 
reasons, by which they could most readily move the mind 
of the multitude to devotion toward God, I was fully 
persuaded that Scripture leaves reason absolutely free, and 
that it has nothing in common with Philosophy, but that 
each rests on its own foundation.’

• ‘the revealed Word of God is not some certain number of 
books, but a simple concept of the divine mind revealed to 
the Prophets: to obey God wholeheartedly, by practicing 
justice and loving- kindness’



Next week…

• We will turn to Chapter 3 of the Theological-Political 
Treatise

• Please aim to have read at least the Preface, and 
Chapters 1-3 by the next class

• Please begin reading about the TTP too

• The ‘Introduction’ to the Cambridge translation by 
Michael Silverthorne and Jonathan Israel is good

• Stuart Hampshire also writes a good summary chapter 
on it in his Spinoza book

• I also recommend Spinoza and Politics, a short book by 
Etienne Balibar


