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Spinoza’s heritage has been occluded by his incorporation into
the single, Western, philosophical canon formed and enforced
by theologico-political condemnation, and his heritage is fur-
ther occluded by controversies whose secular garb shields their
religious origins. By situating Spinoza’s thought in a material-
ist Aristotelian tradition, this book sheds new light on those
who inherit Spinoza’s thought and its consequences mate-
rially and historically rather than metaphysically. By focus-
ing on Marx, Benjamin, and Adorno, Idit Dobbs-Weinstein
explores the manner in which Spinoza’s radical critique of reli-
gion shapes materialist critiques of the philosophy of history.
Dobbs-Weinstein argues that two radically opposed notions
of temporality and history are at stake for these thinkers, an
onto-theological future-oriented one, and a political one ori-
ented to the past for the sake of the present or, more precisely,
for the sake of actively resisting the persistent barbarism at the
heart of culture.

Idit Dobbs-Weinstein is Associate Professor of Philosophy and
Jewish Studies at Vanderbilt University. She is the author of
Maimonides and St. Thomas on the Limits of Reason and
coeditor of Maimonides and His Heritage (with Lenn E. Good-
man and James A. Grady). Her work has appeared in such
journals as Epoché and Idealistic Studies.
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In memory of the family I never had and of my mother,

Bella (Bilhah Shifrah) Weinstein

(1913–2002)

(The author’s mother on her father’s knee. Poland, 1916.)

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09491-8 - Spinoza’s Critique of Religion and Its Heirs:
Marx, Benjamin, Adorno
Idit Dobbs-Weinstein
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107094918
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09491-8 - Spinoza’s Critique of Religion and Its Heirs:
Marx, Benjamin, Adorno
Idit Dobbs-Weinstein
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107094918
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

Preface page xi

Introduction 1
I. Whose History, Which Politics? 1

II. What or How Is Critical Theory? 6
III. Whose Theory, Which Dialectics? Historical

Materialist Critique of Historicism 12

1 The Theologico-Political Construction of the
Philosophical Tradition 19

Preface: Whose Anxiety? Or the Return of the
Repressed 19

Part I. The Enigma of Spinoza 21
I. A Clash of Traditions 28

II. Kant and Hegel: Precursors to Bruno Bauer 41
a. Kant 42
b. Hegel 45
Part II. Toward a Materialist History: Negative

Dialectics as a Radical, Secular, or Jewish
Species of Negative Theology 51

I. A Detour into History: The Hyphen 52
II. Adorno: Negative Dialectics as Inoculation against

Idolatry 59

vii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09491-8 - Spinoza’s Critique of Religion and Its Heirs:
Marx, Benjamin, Adorno
Idit Dobbs-Weinstein
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107094918
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


viii Contents

2 The Paradox of a Perfect Democracy: From
Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise to Marx 67

Preface: An Occlusion in Open Sight 67
Part I 70
a. An Excursus with Althusser 70
b. Revisiting Historical Materialism: Dialectics

before Hegel, or The Concept “Dog” Does
Not Bark 72

c. Homage to a Dead Dog – The Three Notebooks 75
Part II 81
a. The Commonwealth 81
b. The Hebrew Commonwealth 87
Part III 93
a. From Marx’s TTP to the Critique of Religion

and the “Jewish Question” 93
b. From Marx’s TTP to Hegel’s Philosophy of

Right 103
Afterword with Althusser 107

3 Judgment Day as Repudiation: History and Justice
in Marx, Benjamin, and Adorno 108

Introduction: The Ambiguous Matter of Historical
Materialism – Metaphysics or Politics 108

Part I. Undoing the Fate of Dialectic of
Enlightenment 118

Part II. The Abyss between Political Justice and
Theological Judgment Day 123

Theory and Practice I: First Discussion 137
Theory and Practice II: Against Resignation 143

4 Destitute Life and the Overcoming of Idolatry:
Dialectical Image, Archaic Fetish in Benjamin’s and
Adorno’s Conversation 148

Introduction 148
Brief Excursus: Habent Sua Fata Auctores 151
Part I. Dialectical Image 156
Part II. Myth, Allegory, Philology, and History 171
Postscript 192

5 Untimely Timeliness: Historical Reversals, the
Possibility of Experience, and Critical Praxis 194

A Historical Materialist Apologia: Aristotle or
Augustine 194

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09491-8 - Spinoza’s Critique of Religion and Its Heirs:
Marx, Benjamin, Adorno
Idit Dobbs-Weinstein
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107094918
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents ix

Part I. History as Catastrophe 197
I. Against the Grain of History 197

II. Benjamin on Redemption as Violence 206
Part II. The Possibility of Experience 211

I. Concrete Experience as the Capacity to
Experience a Threat 211

II. The Debt to Surrealism: Experience as Shock 219
III. Experience as Catastrophe: Philosophy of New

Music as Excursus to Dialectic of
Enlightenment 224

Brief Excursus 235
IV. The Possibility of Experience: Praxis and Politics

after Auschwitz 236
Afterword: The Possibility of Political Philosophy

Now 245
Brief Historical Correction 247
The Tension between Secular Democracy and

Religion 248
A Lesson from Recent History and Current

Politics 249
Against Utopia 250

Bibliography 253

Index 261

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09491-8 - Spinoza’s Critique of Religion and Its Heirs:
Marx, Benjamin, Adorno
Idit Dobbs-Weinstein
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107094918
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09491-8 - Spinoza’s Critique of Religion and Its Heirs:
Marx, Benjamin, Adorno
Idit Dobbs-Weinstein
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107094918
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface

There must be a human estate that demands no sacrifice.
– Adorno

Living is a leaving of traces.
– Benjamin

This book has its remote intellectual origins in a 1978 seminar
on Critical Theory taught by Christian Lenhardt at York Uni-
versity, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, in which I first encountered
the thought of Benjamin, Horkheimer, Adorno, and Habermas.
Although Christian urged me to continue graduate work in Criti-
cal Theory, for several reasons, prominent among which was the
“unification” of the medieval philosophical canon by its reduc-
tion to Christo-platonism, I decided to pursue graduate work in
medieval philosophy, focusing on the almost entirely occluded
influence of Jewish and Arabic philosophers on major Chris-
tian ones in the Latin west. Although it may have appeared that I
abandoned my interest in political philosophy in general, Critical
Theory in particular, my project remained thoroughly political
both in theory and in practice, as I hope that this book amply
demonstrates.

The personal origins of this book are simultaneously simple
and complex. They are marked by an abysmal absence and a loss:
the absence of grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles, the loss

xi
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xii Preface

of a young, illiterate Arab girl, named Vera, to whom I was deeply
attached as a young child growing up in Jaffa. They perished
in the Shoah. She perished in Beirut, having been summoned
there by her older brother during family reunification following
the Sinai War, and after her aged father’s death. They left no
visible traces either after the Shoah or after the Lebanese civil
war. Nonetheless, their psychic traces are inscribed in this book,
whose only acknowledged, universal imperative is “Never Again
Auschwitz,” when Auschwitz, and the conditions that rendered
it possible, persist.

Although I was not aware of this consistency between my per-
sonal and intellectual commitments for many years, these dual
origins provide the unifying thread of my writings in, and com-
mitment to, the history of philosophy, political philosophy, and
politics and the way in which they flout tradition, albeit in a
different way than Negative Dialectics “flouts tradition,” a dif-
ference that marks quite precisely a commitment to historical
materialism, to dialectics understood concretely and historically,
and to a rejection of false clarity as another name for myth.

In the light of the dual and long history that gave rise to this
book it should come as no surprise that the list of individuals to
whom I owe a debt of gratitude is too large to enumerate, as are
the invaluable critical exchanges in conferences, colloquia, and
other academic gatherings. Among the academic conferences of
specific importance to the evolution of this book, I must single
out two. First, I thank Yirmiyahu Yovel and Elhanan Yakira
for inviting me to participate in several of the meetings of the
colloquia “Spinoza by 2000” in Jerusalem (the last of which
was held in December 2011). Second, I am especially grateful to
Stefano Ludovici Giachetti both for convening the outstanding
Annual International Critical Theory Conference in Rome and
for inviting me in the past few years to present plenary papers.
Several of these papers became drafts of the chapters in this book.
Among the individuals to whom I owe a debt of gratitude is
James Grady for his technical and editorial assistance. I am also
grateful to the anonymous reviewers of this manuscript, from
whose critical comments it benefited.
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Preface xiii

Finally, no words can adequately express my gratitude to three
close friends and colleagues sine quibus non personally and intel-
lectually. To Ellen Levy, whose critical ingenuity has opened for
me many ways of seeing the relation between word and image, in
conversations, visits to museums and galleries, and crisply bril-
liant writing, for her unfailing support over the years. To Gregg
Horowitz in more ways than I can count, ranging from conversa-
tions in our offices, planned and unplanned, to cooking dinners
together while sipping wine. In between, inter alia, are Gregg’s
graduate seminars, which I often attended and from which I
greatly benefited, long telephone conversations moving effort-
lessly between the personal and the philosophical, and above all
his generous ability to turn half-cooked thoughts into ones that
are clear, critical, and insightful. To Jennifer Holt for teaching
me how to read literature philosophically, and vice versa, during
many late afternoons of reading together stretched into evenings
of conversation sustained by good food and good wine. Most
important, every chapter in this book has greatly benefited from
Jennifer’s careful, critical editorial comments from early drafts
of conference papers to its final version; within the stubborn
limits of my commitment to demystification, which commitment
eschews false clarity, it is a much better written book owing to
her extensive input.

A short version of Chapter 2 was first published in Between
Hegel and Spinoza: A Volume of Critical Essays (ed. Hasana
Sharp and Jason E. Smith, 2012); a significantly shorter version
of Chapter 6 was first published in Epoché, vol. 16, no. 2 (Spring
2012). I am grateful to the editors for permission to reprint them.
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