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  1 

 Spinoza and the Question of Religion  

   1.1.     The Polemics  

 Spinoza’s philosophy is thoroughly polemical. It is no less polemical than 
inventive of a positive philosophical content, and even when it does not 
appear as a straightforward polemic, his thought unfolds as a movement of 
constant  defi ance, of an incessant questioning of fundamental conventions 
and of  universally accepted truths, a shaking of the supposedly fi rm foun-
dation of the Christian civilization within which his otherwise most radical 
contemporaries – Hobbes  , for instance – were living and thinking. Unlike most 
of his contemporaries, he had to carve a niche for himself – philosophically but 
also existentially – in a world in which he could take nothing for granted. He 
was a marginal member of the  R é publique des lettres   , a somewhat outlandish 
fi gure – he is often called “the Jew” – and modest contributor to the so-called 
scientifi c revolution, but a defi nitely well-informed interlocutor of some of its 
more illustrious leaders. A renegade Jew living in relative comfort and accep-
tance by his non-confessional Christian neighbors, he had basically four main 
traditions within which he could shape his life and thought: the emerging new 
science and the new scientifi c ethos; the Cartesian school of philosophy; the 
religious tradition, both Jewish and Christian, mainly Calvinist and reformist; 
and the tradition of thinking about the state in republican terms. His thought 
grew as a complex dialogue with these traditions, without ever fully belonging 
to any of them. Needless to say, if we are still studying Spinoza so intensively, 
there must be something in his thought that transcends the immediacy of the 
concrete discussions, debates, and quarrels in which his thought was inscribed; 
but it cannot be fully understood and its universal or timeless value  , as one 
may call it, assessed outside the context of its emergence. The complex stance 
he took vis- à -vis his cultural, political, social, spiritual, and intellectual sur-
roundings, the partial acceptance and radical criticism, the marginality and 
awkward participation, the notoriety and suspicion – all added up to a very 
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Spinoza and the Question of Religion4

unusual mode of life and philosophical enterprise. Within this complex and 
 multifaceted experience, the critique, even revolt, was necessarily part of the 
positive life and thought project. Spinoza’s critique of religion, of the theolog-
ico-political or of Jewish theology   and of Jewish tradition and ways of life in a 
more general way, of Cartesianism as well, has a generally acknowledged his-
torical importance; but it is also very important for any attempt to understand 
the positive content of his philosophy. The polemics is a constitutive element 
of his philosophy, not, however, only in its  negativity , or as a critical stance 
 vis- à -vis some fundamental aspects of the theologico-political-philosophical 
reality in which he was living, but also from the point of view of the positive 
content of his philosophy. 

 Is there something that can be described as the core of the Spinozistic philo-
sophical project? Whereas Descartes   was imbued with enthusiasm upon having 
discovered his vocation as looking for the foundations of an  inventi mirabilis ,  1   
an enthusiasm lurking in the background of his entire scientifi c-philosophical 
enterprise, Spinoza  – at least if one takes seriously his own presentation of 
his philosophy – was looking all his life for a “permanent and lasting joy.”  2   
This engages religion in a much more intimate way than, say, the question of 
whether the sun revolves around Earth or vice versa. For Spinoza may well 
have had some other things on his mind (scientifi c issues, technical matters 
concerning lens grinding, or, more importantly, questions about the desirable 
form of government), but above all, his thinking was about what he usually 
called by such terms as “salvation  ,” “beatitude  ,” and “freedom  .” This was the 
core of his philosophy and its deepest motivation, at least as I understand his 
philosophical enterprise. This means that he had a complex attitude toward the 
Cartesian conception of what philosophy is all about. It also follows that he 
had a very singular attitude toward religion. 

 Is it correct to say that Spinoza’s philosophy is “religious” in any way? Is 
there in it some form of religiosity   that it shares with the established religions? 
Does it perhaps articulate the very essence of religion? This is the question I 
raise in this preliminary chapter. 

 That Spinoza was a radical critic, indeed an unyielding and determined 
opponent, of organized religion, of the role it covets for itself in the state, of 
what to him was the usurpation of political power, is well known. That he was 
a trenchant critic of superstitious, irrational, and simple-minded religion or of 
theology   is, again, inseparable from his fame. Whether, however, he should be 
ranged on the side of deism, or as an advocate of some kind of universal, nat-
ural, or rational religion, is another matter. 

  1     As he calls it in the  Olympiques , where he recounts the semi-mystical experience he had during 
the night between November 10 and 11 of 1619, AT, X, 216. Baillet calls it “les fondements de 
la science admirable,” which are, roughly, the metaphysical foundation of the new mathematical 
physics.  

  2     TIE  , §§ 1–14.  
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1.1. The Polemics 5

 The question about Spinoza and religion is, of course, not new. It has been 
a permanent theme in the diverse reactions to his thought. This has been the 
case ever since, and even before, he began to write and to be read by others. 
The dramatic event of his breach with the Jewish-Portuguese community of 
Amsterdam, the famous  Herem  or excommunication (literally, ban), clearly 
concerned religion, although we know very little about the exact accusations 
leveled at him. Yet in the particular way religion was practiced and thought 
about by the Jews of Amsterdam, it was more a matter of identity or way of 
life and, above all, of allegiance (to the congregation, to a tradition, to a certain 
historical community) than a matter of profession of faith and doctrine.  3   I shall 
add a few remarks on the thorny question of Spinoza and Judaism in the sec-
tion on the  Tractatus Theologico-Politicus    later in this chapter. Whatever the 
exact nature of Spinoza’s intercourse with the Jews and Judaism, and whatever 
the exact case against him in the  herem  affair, it is certain that already during 
his short lifetime Spinoza became known as an enemy of religion, and his rep-
utation as an atheist – later, due mainly to Pierre Bayle   as the “virtuous athe-
ist” – had spread rapidly far beyond his city of birth. The famous  pantheismus 
Streit  was again about religion, or more accurately, about God;  4   and if we are 
to believe Jonathan Israel   and a growing number of other writers on the ques-
tion of “modernity,”  5   Spinoza was the major, or at least a major, fi gure in the 
advent of secularity in Europe. For Leo Strauss   Spinoza was, alongside Epicure  , 
Averroes  , Hobbes  , and a few others, an archetypal critic of religion. 

 In our time the debate over the religious character of Spinozism continues. 
Some think he was an atheist; others maintain that his thought, non-confes-
sional as it may be,  6   is nevertheless suffused with deep and authentic religiosity  , 
that his metaphysics of God articulates a religious point of view on Nature and 
on man, that it expresses even a kind of mystical experience. The constant use 
of religious language, of doctrines such as that of the eternity of the soul or of 
the intellectual love of God, seem to some readers of the  Ethics  to allow for 

  3     A permanent theme in the Jewish anti-Spinoza writings is that of betrayal. Most known among 
these accusations are Herman Cohen  ’s and Emanuel Levinas  ’s. Recapitulating the same kind 
of claims, in an extremely severe, provocative, and even violent way, obliquely directed toward 
contemporary discourses about the Jews, about Zionism, and about the State of Israel  , by some 
allegedly  compagnons de route  of Spinoza’s, is Milner   ( 2013 ). Not less harsh critique of Spinoza’s 
attitude towards the Jews and their traditions can be found in a number of Henry M é choulan  ’s 
works (e.g.,  1985  and, in particular, 2013). For presentations of the circumstances and roots of 
Spinoza’s breach with the Jewish community of Amsterdam, see, among others, Kaplan   ( 1989 ), 
Yovel   ( 1992 ), M é choulan ( 1991 ), and Meinsma   ( 1983 ); Lagr é e  ’s and Moreau  ’s introduction to 
their French translation of the TTP (1990) has a comprehensive bibliography; Nadler   ( 2001 ) is 
an inquiry into the possible reasons of the  herem  and its unusual severity.  

  4     See, among others, Beiser ( 1987 ). Goetschel ( 2004 ) is particularly valuable for the emphasis it 
puts on Spinoza’s Jewishness.  

  5     See Israel  , ( 2002 ), (2006), ( 2010 ).  
  6     After leaving Amsterdam Spinoza was living mainly among what is sometimes referred to as 

“church-less Christians”; on these sects, see Kolakowsky (1969).  
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Spinoza and the Question of Religion6

a reading of this text as a quasi-mystical one, comparable to some allegedly 
 similar Kabalistic attitudes.  7   Others, again, opine that there could not be a 
more radical opposition to the mystical spirit and to the religious attitude than 
his alleged rationalism. 

 This continual questioning is the general framework of the present study 
of the  Ethics  of Spinoza, and the historical and philosophical “question of 
religion,” as I shall refer to it here, is the general backdrop against which, I 
believe, it was written and against which it should be read. Thus, a central 
assumption guiding the present study is that Spinoza’s philosophy is shaped 
by a fundamental struggle with religion. Even when he deals with matters 
that are not usually considered religious, the full sense of Spinoza’s often-
idiosyncratic positions can be appreciated only if his grappling with religion 
is taken into consideration. As explained in the Preface, the fi rst part of this 
book is devoted to a close reading of Spinoza’s so-called mind-body  doctrine. 
The mind-body question is usually not regarded, especially in contempo-
rary philosophical literature, as part of the question of religion. But the full 
 signifi cance of Spinoza’s particular mind-body doctrine can be, I think, under-
stood only in the context of the discussion that closes the  Ethics , namely the 
doctrine of “salvation  , beatitude   and freedom,” the culmination of both the 
polemic against religion and of his attempt to describe fi nally the permanent 
and lasting joy he had long been seeking. That Spinoza’s theory of the human 
soul can be read today with such great interest as a signifi cant contribution 
to the discussion of the so-called mind-body question is a tribute to his great 
philosophical acumen; its success threatens, however, to obscure its deeper 
philosophical signifi cance. 

 How, then, should one describe Spinoza’s attitude toward religion, his phil-
osophical, fundamental position vis- à -vis religion? Is it religious, anti-religious, 
or religiously neutral? Opinions vary considerably as to how to understand 
Spinoza’s attitude to religion, faith, or God. For instance, there is Novalis’s 
famous “God intoxicated man.” Or Ernest Renan’s no less famous exclamation 
(in his address at The Hague on the occasion of the unveiling of the Spinoza 
monument in February 1877) that from his granite pedestal the philosopher 
“shall teach everyman the way to happiness he himself had found; and for ages 
to come the cultivated man who passes along the Pavilioengragt will inwardly 
say, ‘It is here, perhaps, that God has been seen most near!’” But some fi nd his 
“abstractions” cold as the snow on the top of an icy mountain,  8   while others 
think Spinoza is the main forerunner of the modern materialist vision of society 
or of man, of the Freudian deconstruction of religious consciousness, of neo-
atheism, not to speak of secularism in its more political or theologico-political 

  7     While others dismiss it as incomprehensible or at least incompatible with Spinoza’s rationalis-
tic philosophy, most famously by Jonathan Bennett   but also, albeit with more moderation, by 
others, for example, Edwin Curley  .  

  8     Hessing ( 1977 ).  
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1.1. The Polemics 7

manifestations. Bayle, as we have just mentioned, thought that Spinoza was an 
atheist. He actually regarded him as a prototypical atheist and even modeled 
his defi nition of atheism on Spinoza as he understood him. Atheism  , he says in 
his  Thoughts on the Comet , boils down “to this general doctrine, that nature is 
the cause of all things; that she exists eternally, and by herself, and that she acts 
according to the whole extent of her powers and according to immutable laws 
which she does not know.”  9   A more curious, but nevertheless typical, descrip-
tion is attributable to Tony Negri  , who sees in Spinoza a “religious atheist.”  10   

 Was Spinoza indeed an atheist? Was he religious? Can one be both reli-
gious  and  an atheist? These terms, and many others like them, are notoriously 
diffi cult to defi ne, and any discussion of them often deteriorates into what 
Spinoza described as arguing about words, not things. He himself denied being 
an atheist on several occasions, for example in a letter from the end of 1665 
to Oldenburg  , where he explained that one of the three reasons for writing the 
 Tractatus Theologico-Politicus    was “[t]he opinion of me held by the common 
people, who constantly accuse me of atheism. I am driven to avert this accusa-
tion, too, as far as I can.”  11   Was he honest in writing these words? Being accused 
of atheism could be rather dangerous in those days, especially if his place in 
society was that of “the Jew.” But there is also no real reason to suppose any 
deception on Spinoza’s part. Rather than question Spinoza’s frankness, one 
should ask what he might have meant by denying that he was an atheist. 

 If “atheism” means arguing that the term “god” is empty, then Spinoza, of 
course, was no atheist; but if it means something along the lines of Bayle’s 
description, then he certainly was. The meaning of the term changes with time, 
even if it is taken in a very general sense as the outright denial of the existence 
of God.  12   An illuminating attempt to bring some conceptual order to the ques-
tion of atheism can be found in an uncompleted early essay by the Russian-
French philosopher Alexandre Koj è ve  , which bears the simple title  L’ath é ism . 
Koj è ve   remarks there that a person can signifi cantly be said to be a  theist  only 
if God is for him something that is religiously effective.  13   Inversely, one can 

  9     Cited according to Bayle ( 2004 ), “Pr é sentation,” 28. The longest entry in Bayle’s dictionary is 
on Spinoza; for an English translation and general presentation, see Van Bunge et al. ( 2011 ), 
85–106.  

  10     See Negri   ( 1997 ). One could just as well say of Spinoza that he was an “anti-religious theist (or 
a deist, or a God-ist).” Negri  ’s full unorthodox views of Spinoza are expounded in his (1991).  

  11     Letter 30, Shirley 844.  
  12     Is atheism the lack of a belief in God, or the positive belief that there is no God? In the latter 

case, is atheism after all a belief? See, for example, the “General Introduction” as well as some 
of the contributions in Martin ( 2007 ). The last decade or so has seen the emergence of a very 
wide new, or renewed, interest in the question of religion, both in the form of a “New Atheism  ,” 
of what can be considered as a “New Apologetic,” and under the purportedly more theoret-
ical study, much of this done under the title of the “theologico-political.” See, among others, 
Amarasingam ( 2010 ), De Vries and Sullivan ( 2006 ), and Bellah and Tipton ( 2006 ).  

  13     Koj è ve   ( 1998 ), 82–83. This work was published posthumously, and it constitutes a kind of blue-
print for the philosophical outlook he would develop later.  
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Spinoza and the Question of Religion8

say that at least in modern times, an  atheist  is someone who has an effectively 
 anti -religious concept of the  non -existence of God; or, which is more pertinent 
to the question of Spinoza and religion, that an  atheist  is also someone who 
has a non-religious, or a religiously ineffective, or counter-effective, concept of 
God. As has been said by many students of the question of religion, the mod-
ern question of God is more about religion than about God, and the question 
of faith has become a question of belief in belief.  14   In this sense, if one grants, 
at least for the sake of argument, that Spinoza has settled, or believed he had 
settled, the  philosophical  question of God, what remains completely open is the 
question of religion. 

 Some neo-atheists fi nd in Spinoza a venerable forerunner.  15   There is some 
truth in this self-assigned pedigree, but also a good deal of typical misappro-
priation. Atheism   – taken in its vague, but useful, sense – has in fact always 
accompanied religion and already the Psalmist (53, 2) talks of the “fool who 
hath said in his heart, there is no God.”  16   But it becomes a signifi cant social, 
cultural, and intellectual phenomenon only around Spinoza’s times, and the 
problem was indeed religion not less than God. Blaise Pascal   – to take just one, 
very signifi cant example – wrote his  Pens é es  as a comprehensive defense of the 
Christian religion against the indifference or positive opposition of the atheist, 
incarnated in the fi gure of the  libertin .  17   But the God on whose existence he 
invited the atheist to wager was a  Deus absconditus , an unseen and unknow-
able God leaving man to a solitary and tragic existence; more than a belief in 
belief, he was talking on the  need  to believe, and what he was trying mainly to 
do was to convince the  libertin  to become Christian, not to prove the existence 
of God. 

 If we take seriously what Spinoza tells us at the beginning of his  Treatise 
on the Emendation of the Intellect   , then one can affi rm that for both Pascal   
and Spinoza the question of eternity – of eternal joy or of the eternal life of the 
soul – was the most urgent question; and yet, one can hardly think of two more 
far apart answers to this question than theirs. But is this question necessarily a 

  14     Mark Lila has recently expressed this idea by saying that the “crisis” of modernity consists, in 
the context of what concerns us here, in that “political philosophy would no longer concern it-
self with God . . . [but] with man as a believer in God” – see Lila (2007), pp. 297–298. Lila sees in 
Hobbes   the main and practically the sole initiator of this change, and hardly mentions Spinoza. 
“Belief in belief” is a phrase used by A. Macintyre who says, in Macintyre ( 1969 ), similar things. 
This explains also why from Durkheim and Weber   until our own days, religion has become a 
sociological problem as much as a theological one.  

  15     Among the numerous recent publications advocating the cause of atheism, I shall mention here 
only Hitchens (2007) and Dawkins ( 2008 ); less partisan and more scholarly is Minois ( 1998 ).  

  16     According to the King James Version. The Hebrew text says  נב ל, which should perhaps be trans-
lated not as “fool,” but as “scoundrel” or something like it. It means in Hebrew a morally evil 
person.  

  17     Macintyre, op. cit., p. 12 suspects that Pascal   “treated atheism as a serious option for the fi rst 
time in theistic history.”  
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1.1. The Polemics 9

religious question? I would venture to say that this is where the most important 
stakes of a philosophical understanding of Spinozism are played. The great 
complexity of these stakes arises from the fact that Spinoza, in fact, envisages 
philosophy – his own philosophy in the fi rst place, but also “ philosophy” as a 
name of a general attitude or way of life, a “love of wisdom” – as what should 
replace religion as a comprehensive doctrine of the good life; not however – 
and this is important – as a form of life shared by all, but as a philosophical life, 
open to the few who are capable of serious theoretical thinking along the lines 
he traced in his  Ethics . This, however, means something more than offering a 
surrogate dogma to the dogmas advocated by the religions existing around 
him; it means, in the fi rst place, a radical and complex criticism of the most 
fundamental presuppositions of what he must have conceived as a religious 
conception of God, world, and man. 

 I believe, contrary to what is sometimes said or implied, that Spinoza did 
not see himself as, and to an even lesser degree was, in the foremost a kind 
of social and political critic or reformer, let  alone a revolutionary, or that 
Spinozism can be conceived as a blueprint for a post-religious state and soci-
ety or even human existence in some general sense. What was the impact, 
infl uence, or historical role of his philosophy in the advent of modernity 
is one question; what is the core of his philosophy as a written corpus is 
another. The salvation  , beatitude  , and freedom he spoke about should not be 
interpreted, I believe, in other than a very personal, elitist manner, but also as 
what was, from his own philosophical point of view, the most important, the 
only  really  important, thing in the sense, at least, that everything else derives 
its sense and value   from it. He was, of course, among the early  modern 
advocates of liberal democracy or, more accurately, of democratic republi-
canism, but this was not necessarily what he conceived as most important. 
His attempt to formulate a positive theory of democracy (in the unfi nished 
third part of the  Tractatus Politicus ) was aborted by his early death, and his 
main remaining political work, the  Tractatus Theologico-Politicus   , is a cri-
tique of theocracy   more than a positive political theory. This applies also to 
the later chapters of this work, where some central themes of political theory 
are addressed as well as to the fi rst chapters where theocracy is directly criti-
cized. Spinoza expresses here a great suspicion of the role religion fulfi lls in the 
state, and this suspicion indeed extends to almost everything else that usually 
falls under the heading “religion,” including, in particular, its claim to be the 
bearer of a special understanding of the ultimate structure of reality and the 
meaning of Being. But his philosophical attitude toward religion expresses 
some kind of inverted respect that is completely absent from his political 
theory. Consequently, there is a permanent tension between the political and 
the more largely philosophical dealings with religion in his work. Politically, 
he was one of the most astute and trenchant advocates of the full submission 
of religion to the authority of the state, a major voice – alongside, notably, 
Machiavelli   and Hobbes   – in the emerging discourse about the  practical  need 
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Spinoza and the Question of Religion10

to “tame religion”  18   and the  theoretical  doctrine of the superiority of the 
“political” over the “theological.” But unlike Hobbes   and Machiavelli  , polit-
ical philosophy never occupied for him the place of  philosophia prima  and, 
as I have just suggested, he was, in the last analysis, much closer to Pascal   in 
seeing salvation and the eternity of the soul as the most important question 
of intellectual labor than to any of them. 

 Historically speaking, secularization, or a deep mutation in the status of 
religion  – in the public sphere, the private sphere, and the intellectual and 
theoretical domains – can undoubtedly be considered an essential element of 
what we call “modernity.” It is not a matter of much controversy, moreover, 
that the seventeenth century was a pivotal moment in the history of Western 
civilization in general and the historical epicenter of the momentous secular-
izing transformation it went through in particular. Whether conceived as the 
“ disenchantment” of the world (Max Weber  ), the  sortie de la religion  being a 
trans-historical beginning with the fi rst crystallization of public ritual; whether 
one considers the history of religion (and of secularization) a part of a com-
prehensive evolution of humankind;  19   whether modernity is seen as a radical 
novelty, a “crisis of civilization” as it was described by Paul Hazard   and many 
others;  20   whether its legitimacy, or the irreducibility of what was new in it, 
is defended or questioned;  21   whether seen as surpassed by a welcome or an 
unwelcome, real or imagined “return of the religious” or not, religion and its 
negation by secularization and secularism are almost universally seen as essen-
tial for any attempt at self-understanding by modern man. Are there atheist 
religions like, perhaps, Buddhism (Alexandre Koj è ve)? Can one talk of divini-
ties outside organized, institutionalized, traditional religions (Deism)? Does it 
make sense to talk of “civil religion” (Rousseau  , Robert Bella  , lately Ronald 
Beiner  )? Or of “secular religions” (Raymond Aron  , Eric Voegelin  )? These and 
many more similar questions can be studied from the point of view of political 
history and theory,  22   from sociological, economic, and psychological points of 
view, from that of the theologian, or in any other way, but few of the very big 
number of scholars and writers of all kinds who invoke it seem to question 
either the importance of the seventeenth century for any interrogation of the 
nature and role of religion in modern times or, more importantly from our pre-
sent point of view, the centrality of the question of religion for the upheavals – 
political, theologico-political, social, intellectual, philosophical – that added up 
to what has come to be known as “early modernity.” 

  18     See, e.g., Beiner   ( 2011 ): “What to do with religion? This is an inescapable problem of politics” (p. 2). 
Spinoza was undoubtedly one of those who asked this question with a great sense of urgency.  

  19     See Gauchet   ( 1999 ) and Bellah ( 2011 ).  
  20     See Hazard   ( 1990 ). Hazard  ’s book was fi rst published in French almost a century ago and only 

recently translated into English. It has not lost its importance. See also Macintyre and Lila, 
op. cit.  

  21     See, among others, Blumenberg   ( 1983 ) and Taylor ( 2007 ).  
  22     Bourdin ( 2010 ) is particularly illuminating.  
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