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Introduction 

 
Research problem 

In the opening chapter of the Political Treatise, Spinoza blames his fellow philosophers of 

past and present for conceiving ‘men not as they are, but as they would like them to be.’ The 

result is that ‘they have never worked out a political theory that can have practical application, 

only one that borders on fantasy or could be put into effect in Utopia or in that golden age of 

the poets where there would naturally be no need of such.’1 Spinoza is not thinking here of 

Niccolò Machiavelli, and neither, perhaps, of Thomas Hobbes, as both these philosophers are 

notorious for having no illusions about human nature and the purpose of politics. In Spinoza’s 

view, Machiavelli rather belongs to the category of statesmen, whose opinions regarding 

politics he holds in much higher esteem: ‘Yet there can be no doubt that statesmen have 

written about political matters much more effectively than philosophers. For since experience 

has been their guide, there is nothing they have taught that is remote from practice.’2 Now 

although Spinoza may be slightly charging matters in speaking of the political theories of 

philosophers in general as opposed to those of statesmen, his criticism of utopianism in 

political philosophy is not unjustified. After all, both Plato and Aristotle – to name only the 

greatest – developed visions of perfectly harmonious societies, in which every citizen assumes 

the role that suits him best. Considering Spinoza’s doubts about the attainability of such 

ideals, one would have expected him to stay far from even a hint of similar ideals in his own 

political theory. However, he does not really do so. Spinoza proceeds very cautiously in 

political matters, to be sure. He is fully aware of the inconstancy, sometimes leading to strong 

antisocial behaviour, of men who are led by their passions rather than reason. Nevertheless, 

Spinoza does not propagate a politics of mere repression. His politics serves the purpose of 

security, but also that of the freedom that lies in ‘reason, the true virtue and life of the mind’3.  

   In this thesis, it is my aim to scrutinize the concept of freedom in Spinoza’s political 

philosophy. There are two central questions that I will seek to answer. The first question is: 

To what extent is Spinoza’s notion of political freedom connected to his notion of moral 

                                                 
1 Spinoza, Political Treatise, ch. 1, par.1, p. 680. All translations of Spinoza’s works used in this thesis are by 

Shirley. 
2 Ibid. p. 680-681. 
3 Ibid. ch. 5, par. 4, p. 699.  
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freedom? At times, it seems that, for Spinoza, political freedom implies a state of peace and 

security only. At other times, he relates his notion of political freedom to the metaphysically 

grounded notion of moral freedom he developed in the Ethics. I will try to show that, although 

peace and security are indispensable for political freedom, these are not exhaustive 

descriptions of what it is to be politically free. To be politically free is not only to be free from 

outward slavery, but also to be free from inward slavery. It will turn out that only a state that 

gives room for, and encourages the spread of, inner, moral freedom is truly a free state. Once 

we have developed a clear idea of Spinoza’s view of political freedom, we can turn to the 

second central question of the thesis: How does Spinoza’s politics of freedom work, and to 

what extent can the tensions inherent to it be overcome? We will see how the development of 

reason, and hence moral freedom, is from the early stages central to political development. A 

joint reading of Spinoza’s political writings and the Ethics shows us the mechanisms of this 

development. Two problems, two inherent tensions in Spinoza’s politics of freedom will 

come to the light. The first problem concerns the relation between positive and negative 

freedom. Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise is also a plea for the libertas philoso-

phandi, that is, a plea for the non-interference by the state in rational discussion between 

citizens. Can this plea be reconciled with the fact that Spinoza attributes an active role to the 

state in the spread of moral freedom? The second problem concerns Spinoza’s aim in his 

politics to remain true to human nature as it is. Humans are subjected to the passions and 

reason can assert itself but slowly and with much difficulty. Must Spinoza’s politics therefore 

not stick to balancing and redirecting the passions, instead of pursuing moral freedom for the 

collective? In order to come to an answer to this question, we will have to weigh the 

possibilities Spinoza sees in human nature against the ambition of his politics of freedom.  

 

Historical background 

Utopianism has been present in many political philosophies of the past. In ancient philosophy, 

politics is naturally deemed an ethical activity. Individual and collective moral ideals run 

parallel to each other. In Plato, the harmony of the three components of the soul – i.e. 

appetite, spirit and reason – is mirrored in the harmony of the three components of the state – 

i.e. workers, soldiers and rulers.4 Aristotle regards ethics and politics to be the individual and 

collective counterparts of his unifying moral-teleological worldview. His ethics shows man 

                                                 
4 Plato, Republic, ch. 3, 434d-435c. Also see Brown, ‘Plato’s Ethics and Politics in the Republic’. 
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the individual aspects of self-realization, whereas his politics shows that true perfection is 

only realized by man’s being part of a larger community. Man is a political animal.5 The 

Stoics also stress the importance of communal life for a person’s self-realization as a moral 

being. We are all related to one another by virtue of our rational nature. Therefore, we should 

seek to leave the limitations of our place of birth behind, and develop ourselves as citizens of 

the true city, i.e. the cosmic city.6  

   In early medieval times, Augustine regards the state from a moral-religious perspective. The 

civitas terrena is to be judged according to its relation to the civitas Dei. Does the state serve 

God’s purpose with humanity, or is earthly power merely occupied with the accumulation of 

more power and wealth?7 According to St. Thomas Aquinas, the common good for which the 

state provides is indispensable for living a good life as an individual. Like in Aristotle and the 

Stoics, man realizes himself in community with others.8 Aquinas’s view of the moral role of 

the state is more limited, however, because the care for spiritual well-being is in hands of the 

Church.9  

   For Machiavelli, the foremost political theorist of the Renaissance, the elevated picture of 

the state of his predecessors does not hold. His politics is characterized by a thoroughgoing 

realism about human nature, that is, a tendency to take human nature as it is, not as it could 

be, or ought to be. In The Prince, he shows that power is central to politics. In the struggle for 

preservation of power, moral boundaries have no absolute value. A ruler must appear to be 

pious, truthful, and so on, but he can only hold on to power if he is prepared to deviate from 

these principles in reality.10 Nevertheless, as becomes clear in Machiavelli’s Discourses, the 

search for power by which populace and elite oppose each other is indispensable for a free 

state. The laws to which their clash leads seek to foster liberty for both groups, as this is in 

their mutual interest.11  

   In the early modern era, Hobbes joins Machiavelli in his break with utopian ideals. Unlike 

Machiavelli, however, Hobbes thinks that power should be entirely concentrated in one man. 

His is an absolutist state, in which humans have laid all their rights in the hands of the 

                                                 
5 Aristotle, Politics, I.2. Also see Miller, ‘Aristotle’s Political Theory’. 
6 See e.g. Seneca, De otio, 4. For a discussion of the Stoic idea of the cosmic city, see M. Schofield, The Stoic 

Idea of the City.  
7 Augustine, La Cité de Dieu, IV.33. 
8 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Politics, I.1.39. 
9 For a further discussion of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, see Kilcullen, ‘Medieval Political Philosophy’. 
10 Machiavelli, The Prince, ch. 18.  
11 Machiavelli, Discourses, 1.4. 
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sovereign.12 Only such a total surrender of freedom can redirect man’s antisocial passions, 

and thus bring him peace and security. In this way, man most successfully follows his 

fundamental endeavour for self-preservation. The choice for the state is therefore a rational, 

self-centred choice, which lacks all high-minded motives. It does not make us truly better 

people; it only gives us a more secure, a more comfortable life. Nevertheless, ethics and 

politics are closely intertwined. Only in a state there is room for justice, because a state 

provides for the back-up of covenants in the form of punishment in case of breach.  

   Spinoza’s picture of the state has similarities to that of both Machiavelli13 and Hobbes14. He 

shares their realist, illusionless view of human nature. Man’s often strong antisocial 

inclinations make state power indispensable for a more harmonious collective life. In the state 

we can no longer follow our conflicting desires as we please, because we owe obedience to 

the sovereign. However, Spinoza is not convinced by Hobbes’s plea for absolute sovereignty. 

He shows that the sovereign must constantly seek support among his subjects in order to 

prevent that they turn themselves against him. If he succeeds in establishing a power 

equilibrium, civil life is peaceful and secure. Like Machiavelli, then, Spinoza thinks that no 

party can entirely subjugate another party in a stable, well-functioning state. But for Spinoza, 

things do not end with stability and political liberties. There is a higher-order moral 

dimension to his politics that – to some extent – restores the bonds with the philosophical 

tradition prior to Machiavelli and Hobbes. 

 

Status quaestionis in secondary literature 

The question of the relation between political and moral freedom in Spinoza allows for three 

possible answers. The first answer is that there is simply no such relationship at all. In this 

view, maintained by Den Uyl,15 Spinozist politics is merely concerned with the freedom that 

lies in peace and security, and must be separated from the moral project of the Ethics. Den 

Uyl bases himself on a detailed analysis of Spinoza’s use of the concepts of reason and 

freedom in the political works. He tries to show that these concepts are systematically given a 

content different from the same concepts in the Ethics.  

                                                 
12 Hobbes, Leviathan, ch. XVII, p. 120. 
13 For a discussion of the relation between Machiavelli and Spinoza, see Steenbakkers, ‘Spinoza leest 

Machiavelli’. 
14 For the relation between Hobbes and Spinoza, see Malcolm, ‘Hobbes and Spinoza’. 
15 Den Uyl, Power, State and Freedom. 
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   A second answer to the question can be found in Matheron.16 Contrary to Den Uyl, he 

regards Spinoza’s politics to be related to his moral project. The state provides citizens with 

the right passionate disposition, Matheron thinks, so that they are prepared for the 

development of their rational faculties. This development itself, however, lies wholly beyond 

the domain of the state. The attainment of moral freedom thus remains a private matter.  

   In the third view on the relationship between political and moral freedom – of which 

Smith17, Della Rocca18 and Balibar19 are proponents – both kinds of freedom are considered to 

converge. Politics is concerned with the basic freedom of security, to be sure, but culminates 

in, as Smith states, ‘the higher-order goal of attaining morality and a kind of rational freedom 

among citizens.’20 The state does not only provide the conditions for moral freedom, but has 

also an active, sustaining role in its spread. A state can only be called free insofar as it has 

established a certain collective moral freedom. This account of Spinoza’s politics does justice 

to e.g. the passage in the Theological-Political Treatise where Spinoza says that it is the 

state’s task to enable citizens ‘to develop their mental and physical faculties in safety, to use 

their reason without restraint and to refrain from the strife and the vicious mutual abuse that 

are prompted by hatred, anger or deceit.’21 

   In this thesis I will, as indicated, defend and further develop the latter interpretation. I will 

do so by contrasting it with the views of Den Uyl and Matheron. Also, attention will be paid 

to a recent article by Sorell, in which he tries to show that there is a fundamental instability in 

Spinoza’s politics of freedom.22 Sorell maintains that Spinoza’s intention to construct a realist 

politics cannot go together with his ideal of collective moral freedom. Spinoza’s view of 

human nature as strongly passionate stands in the way of true moral betterment, he thinks.   

 

Structure of the thesis 

In chapter 1, we will look at the metaphysical and psychological background of Spinoza’s 

ethics and politics. Spinoza’s views on God and human nature, in relation to the concepts of 

power, determinism and freedom, will be central to the discussion.  

 
                                                 
16 Matheron, Individualité et relations interhumaines chez Spinoza. 
17 Smith, Spinoza’s Book of Life. 
18 Della Rocca, Spinoza. 
19 Balibar, Spinoza and Politics. 
20 Smith, p. 141. 
21 Spinoza, Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 20, p. 567. 
22 Sorell, ‘Spinoza’s unstable politics of freedom’. 
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The transition from state of nature to political order, and the structure of such an order, are the 

themes of chapter 2. We will see that reason plays an important role in the mentioned 

transition. With some reserve, Spinoza can be considered a social contract theorist. We will 

then look at the nature and limitations of state power, and the different forms of state Spinoza 

distinguishes. It will be shown that the level of freedom provided is one of the central criteria 

according to which a (form of) state is to be judged.  

 

Chapter 3 focuses on Spinoza’s ethics. We will see that gaining rational knowledge makes 

humans less passive under external causes. We will also pay attention to Spinoza’s notions of 

eternity and amor Dei intellectualis. Finally, the importance of the social dimension in 

becoming a free man will be considered. 

   

In chapter 4, we will analyse the notion of freedom in Spinoza’s political works. Den Uyl’s 

arguments for considering political freedom as consisting of harmony and security only will 

be central to the discussion. Contrary to Den Uyl’s conclusions, it will turn out, moral 

freedom does play a central role in Spinoza’s politics. Next to this positive notion of freedom, 

we will see, Spinoza also employs a negative notion of freedom in his politics. His plea for 

the libertas philosophandi is a plea for the non-interference of the state in rational discussion. 

 

In chapter 5, we will discuss Spinoza’s politics of freedom and the difficulties upon which 

one may stumble in its realization. First, we will consider whether Spinoza is able to employ 

notions of both positive and negative freedom successfully next to each other. Second, the 

feasibility of Spinoza’s politics of freedom will be discussed. Does his view of human nature 

not stand in the way of this project? We will weigh the balance between, on the one hand, the 

possibilities for which Spinoza’s view of human nature allows and, on the other hand, the 

scope of his ambitions for politics. 
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1. Metaphysical and psychological background 

 
In Spinoza’s thinking, every part points to the whole. Nothing can be truly understood, if it is 

not analysed as part of the infinity of things that follow in infinite ways from the divine 

nature. If we want to study Spinoza’s politics, then, we first need to consider its place in his 

metaphysical system. The political views Spinoza holds are grounded in his analysis of the 

human being as a tiny creature, subjected to many external forces that far overpower him. 

Man and the other modes surrounding him are finite manifestations of God’s infinite, eternal 

being. God is free, because he is determined to act by himself alone. Modes, on the other 

hand, are fully determined effects of God’s free activity. Their power is limited by the power 

by which other modes share in God’s absolute power. Often, these individual powers conflict, 

so that an increase of power in a certain mode causes a decrease of power in another mode. 

Like all modes, men are related to one another by such power mechanisms. As we will see 

throughout this thesis, both Spinoza’s politics and ethics show how we must deal with these 

mechanisms – the former on the collective level, the latter on both the collective and the 

individual level. Only by learning to deal with them can we find a certain freedom, 

notwithstanding the fact that we are determined by God. In the present chapter, we will 

explore the metaphysical and psychological aspects of Spinoza’s concepts of power, 

determinism and freedom.     

 

Spinoza’s metaphysics: power, determinism, freedom  

Let us first take a closer look at Spinoza’s concept of God, or Nature – both concepts point to 

the same entity.1 The technical term Spinoza employs for his God is ‘substance’. ‘By 

substance,’ he says, ‘I mean that which is in itself and is conceived through itself; that is, that 

the conception of which does not require the conception of another thing from which it has to 

be formed.’2 Things that are in something else and conceived through something else are 

affections of substance, i.e. its modes.3 Substance is one and indivisible, yet ‘consisting of 

infinite attributes, each of which expresses eternal and infinite essence.’4 In part II of the 

                                                 
1 In the subsequent explanation of the concept of God, Nadler, Spinoza's Ethics, ch. 3 was helpful. 
2 Spinoza, Ethics (E), Idef3.  
3 EIdef5. 
4 EIdef6. 
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Ethics we learn that we have knowledge of two of these attributes. One is thought; God is thus 

a thinking entity.5 The other is extension, so God is also an extended entity.6 Part I starts with 

an intricate series of propositions, in which Spinoza proves, among other things, that there 

cannot be two or more substances of the same nature or attribute,7 that one substance cannot 

be produced by another substance,8 that every substance is necessarily infinite,9 and that God, 

or substance consisting of infinite attributes, necessarily exists.10 All these propositions 

culminate in proposition 14, in which Spinoza shows that ‘there can be, or be conceived, no 

other substance but God.’ Proposition 15 is so implied, namely that ‘whatever is, is in God, 

and nothing can be or be conceived without God.’ Only substances can be conceived through 

themselves. Now besides God there is no other substance, but only modes. Modes, we have 

seen, can only be conceived through substance, that is, through God. Thus, nothing can be or 

be conceived without God.  

   In definition 7 of part I, Spinoza states: ‘That thing is said to be free [liber] which exists 

solely from the necessity of its own nature, and is determined to action by itself alone. A thing 

is said to be necessary [necessarius] or rather, constrained [coactus], if it is determined by 

another thing to exist and to act in a definite and determinate way.’ From this it follows that 

only God is truly free, because ‘he acts solely from the laws of his own nature, constrained by 

none.’11 Although God is free, there is no contingency; God acts according to eternal, 

immutable laws. In the scholium to proposition 17, Spinoza contrasts this notion of freedom 

with the popular view that ‘God is a free cause because (...) he can bring it about that those 

things which we have said follow from his nature – that is, which are within his power – 

should not come about.’ Spinoza considers this view a denial of God’s omnipotence, because 

it implies that ‘God understands an infinite number of creatable things which nevertheless he 

can never create.’12 In Spinoza’s account of freedom, we can thus observe, the presence of 

determinism forms no obstacle. Free action lies in self-determination, not in contingency. 

                                                 
5 EIIp1. 
6 EIIp2. 
7 EIp5. 
8 EIp6. 
9 EIp8. 
10 EIp11.  
11 EIp17. 
12 EIp17s. 
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Since God is absolutely self-determining, he is absolutely powerful. His power (potentia) is 

his very essence, whereby he and all things are and act.13  

   In proposition 28 of part I, Spinoza states: 

 

Every individual thing, i.e., anything, whatever which is finite and has a determinate    

existence, cannot exist or be determined to act unless it be determined to exist and to act by 

another cause which is also finite and has a determinate existence, and this cause again cannot 

exist or be determined to act unless it be determined to exist and to act by another cause which 

is also finite and has a determinate existence, and so ad infinitum. 

 

The power of every individual thing depends on the power of another thing, which in turn 

depends on the power of another thing. Ultimately, every thing, either immediately or 

mediately, stems from the power of God. In the scholium to the next proposition – proposition 

29 – Spinoza introduces the distinction between Natura naturans and Natura naturata. The 

former refers to God insofar as he is considered as a free cause, the latter to all things caused 

by God. In God, or Nature, we can thus distinguish between an active, ‘naturing’ part and a 

passive, ‘natured’ part. However, there is no real distinction between the two, because 

everything that is, is in God. Insofar as God affects modes through other modes, therefore, he 

cannot actually be called the ‘remote cause’ of these things, but only ‘for the purpose of 

distinguishing these things from things which he has produced directly, or rather, things 

which follow from his absolute nature.’14 The latter are the immediate infinite modes, that is, 

the most universal and basic principles that govern all mediate infinite and finite modes.15 On 

the level of the modes, it should be noted, necessity seems to come down wholly to compelled 

necessity. Within Natura naturata, no thing can be understood through itself, i.e. as a free 

cause, but only as dependent on something else. Thus, all freedom appears to have vanished. 

In our discussion of Spinoza’s view on human nature, however, we will see that things are 

more complex. 

                                                 
13 EIp34. 
14 Ep28s. 
15 In the Ethics, Spinoza does not clarify the content of the infinite modes. For a clarification, we need to turn to 

letter 64. In this letter, Spinoza writes that ‘absolutely infinite intellect’ is the immediate infinite mode under 
the attribute of thought. What he calls ‘motion and rest’ is the immediate infinite mode under the attribute of 
extension. In the same letter, Spinoza refers to the mediate infinite mode under the attribute of extension as 
the facies totius universi, that is, the totality of finite bodies. Analogously, we may assume that the mediate 
infinite mode under the attribute of thought is the totality of ideas of finite bodies. For a further discussion, 
see Giancotti, ‘On the Problem of Infinite Modes’.  
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Human nature 

As we have seen, we have knowledge of two of God’s attributes, namely thought and 

extension. These attributes are related to one another in a parallel way: ‘The order and 

connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of things.’16 This means that, at 

the level of the modes, every physical object or event is accompanied by an idea of that object 

or event. Both are different expressions of one and the same object or event, so there is no 

interaction between the two. The implication is that the human being, like God, is one, i.e. 

indivisibly material and mental. There is no independent, undetermined sphere of the mind; 

we are wholly subjected to the laws of Nature. Changes in a man’s physical nature, then, are 

always accompanied by parallel changes in the mind. As Spinoza puts it: ‘Whatever happens 

in the object of the idea constituting the human mind is bound to be perceived by the human 

mind; i.e., the idea of that thing will necessarily be in the human mind.’17 For example, if I 

undergo some minor pain which gradually develops into a really bad pain, the idea of the pain 

gains more prominence in my mind as I come to realize that what initially seemed innocent 

has now become a real threat to my health. A stronger pain, then, goes together with a 

stronger idea of the pain. However, there is no causal relationship between the two. Object 

and idea are one and the same thing, not two causally connected things.18 

   Underlying human nature – and all other modes – is what Spinoza calls the conatus, i.e. the 

endeavour of each thing, ‘insofar as it is in itself, (...) to persist in its own being.’19 This 

conatus is ‘nothing but the actual essence of the thing itself.’20 Spinoza explains that in a 

finite mode, the attributes of God are expressed in a definite and determinate way. So, they 

are a definite and determinate expression of the power whereby God is and acts. Just like God 

only affirms his essence – because there is nothing that can annul it – so also does every part 

of his power affirm its essence insofar as it is in itself. It can only be annulled by something 

from outside, that is, by another mode of God. Through the principle of the conatus, it thus 

turns out, we can truly distinguish between individuals, even though they are ultimately 

                                                 
16 EIIp7. 
17 EIIp12.  
18 Spinoza’s account of the relation between mind and body is not unproblematic. It is hard to conceive how the 

mind can be aware of everything that happens in the complex object that the body is. Lloyd (Part of Nature, 
p. 23-25) has a helpful suggestion for how to look at this relation. We might suppose that Spinoza is thinking 
of what we would today regard as phenomenological aspects of bodily awareness. From a first-person 
perspective, Lloyd explains, ‘the limits of my body just are the limits of my bodily awareness, rather than the 
superficies of my body as an externally perceived spatial object (p. 23).’      

19 EIIIp6. 
20 EIIIp7. 
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united in God. However, these individuals are not fixed parts of God’s power. They 

continually endeavour to persist in their being, sometimes effectively and sometimes not. 

They pass therefore from states of greater power of persistence to states of lesser power, and 

vice versa. In this process, changes in the power of the body are accompanied by changes in 

the mind: ‘Whatsoever increases or diminishes, assists or checks, the power of our body, the 

idea of the said thing increases or diminishes, assists or checks the power of our mind.’21 Now 

the question is how changes in power come about. In the subsequent proposition, Spinoza 

adds: ‘The mind, as far as it can, endeavours to think of those things that increase or assist the 

body’s power of activity.’22 Our body is surrounded by many other bodies, which may all 

have certain effects on it. If the mind focuses on things that add to the power of the body, then 

the body undergoes the stimulating effects of these things. For example, when we think of a 

person who gave us a compliment some time ago, we will experience the bodily and mental 

pleasures of that moment again, and thus feel more powerful. We are also affected by the 

things that happen to the people we know. If we imagine the destruction of someone we love, 

we will feel pain, and consequently undergo a decrease in power.23 If this happens to someone 

we hate, on the other hand, we will feel pleasure.24  

   We now return to proposition 1 of Ethics part III, where Spinoza states: ‘Our mind is in 

some instances active and in other instances passive. Insofar as it has adequate ideas, it is 

necessarily active; and insofar as it has inadequate ideas, it is necessarily passive.’ In the 

preceding examples, the decreases and increases in our body’s power of activity depend on 

external causes. That is, the changes are grounded in things that lie largely beyond our 

control. A compliment comes from another person, who may change his mind and thereby 

cause a painful feeling in us. Insofar as we are dependent on others in our endeavours to 

persist in our being, then, we are necessarily in a passive state of mind, even though we may 

feel active in cases of pleasant passivity. Insofar as we are in control of the things that happen 

in and around us, however, we are the adequate cause of these things, and therefore in an 

active state of mind. These states of activity and passivity are the human emotions, or, more 

properly, the affects (affectus).25 In order to be an adequate cause of something – i.e. to 

                                                 
21 EIIIp11. 
22 EIIIp12. 
23 EIIIp19. 
24 EIIIp20. 
25 In subsequent quotes, I have replaced Shirley’s translation of affectus as ‘emotion’ with ‘affect’, in order to 

avoid the passive connotation of the word ‘emotion’. 

 14



experience an active affect – we need to have an adequate idea of that thing. If our ideas are 

inadequate, on the other hand, we can, through our lack of understanding, only be the partial 

cause of the things that happen to us. We then undergo passive affects, or passions.  

   The connection between affects and ideas implies that Spinoza’s psychology and theory of 

knowledge are narrowly interwoven. For the theory of knowledge, we need to return to part II 

of the Ethics. The falsity or inadequacy of an idea is not a positive quality, Spinoza states in 

proposition 33. Two propositions later he adds that ‘falsity consists in the privation of 

knowledge which inadequate ideas, that is, fragmentary and confused ideas, involve.’ When 

we have a false idea we are not wholly ignorant, but only ignorant to the extent that the idea is 

fragmentary and confused. Spinoza distinguishes two ways in which we can form inadequate 

ideas. In the first place, they arise ‘from individual objects presented to us through the senses 

in a fragmentary [mutilate] and confused manner without any intellectual order (…).’26 The 

senses cannot be depended upon, as also becomes clear in the example of the sun, which 

Spinoza borrows from Descartes.27 When we gaze at the sun, it is as if it is only at some two 

hundred feet distant from us. Our body does not err in experiencing things thus, but its 

experience may lead to the false conclusion – the inadequate idea – that the sun is really only 

two hundred feet away. A second way in which we form inadequate ideas is through our 

interpretation of symbols.28 Certain words may bring things to our mind of which we form 

ideas similar to those through which we imagine things. To both ways of inadequate 

knowledge, Spinoza refers as ‘knowledge of the first kind’, or ‘imagination’.  

   Now in order to overcome the privation of knowledge in inadequate ideas, we need to 

consider their causes. Acquiring knowledge of causes means coming to regard things as 

necessary parts of a causal chain, instead of as contingent and fragmentary: ‘It is in the nature 

of reason to perceive things truly (...), to wit (…), as they are in themselves; that is, not as 

contingent, but as necessary.’29 In coming to perceive things as they are in themselves, we 

pass from the first kind of knowledge to the second kind, namely rational knowledge.30 

Another feature of rational knowledge is that it perceives things in the light of eternity [sub 

quadam specie aeternitatis].31 This follows from the fact that the necessity with which reason 

                                                 
26 EIIp40s2. 
27 EIIp35s. 
28 EIIP40s2. 
29 EIIp44d. 
30 EIIp40s2. 
31 EIIp44c2d. 
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regards things is the very necessity of God’s eternal nature. Moreover, reason regards what is 

common to all things, not the characteristics of particular things. These common aspects bear 

no relation to time, and are therefore eternal. It should be noted that the difference between 

inadequate and adequate knowledge is not absolute. We have seen that the more we come to 

understand the causes of an inadequate idea, the more it becomes adequate. This implies that 

an inadequate idea can already contain some adequacy, whereas an idea that is quite adequate 

can still have inadequate elements. Through our finite human nature, we always hover 

somewhere between the imagination and reason, between passion and action. We cannot 

grasp everything adequately, yet we are not wholly unreasonable insofar as we act upon 

inadequate, or not fully adequate ideas.32   

   Let us now return to Spinoza’s psychology. Spinoza states that the mind, ‘both insofar as it 

has clear and distinct ideas and insofar as it has confused ideas, endeavours to persist in its 

own being over an indefinite period of time, and is conscious of this conatus.’33 The ideas we 

have are thus manifestations of our essence, of our conatus. Every single idea is a concrete 

effort of the mind to preserve itself. This is also true for inadequate ideas, although Spinoza 

points out that these passive states ‘are related to the mind only insofar as the mind has 

something involving negation: that is, insofar as the mind is considered as part of Nature, 

which cannot be clearly and distinctly perceived through itself independently of other parts.’34   

As we have seen, we are truly active – that is, truly powerful – only to the extent to which we 

act upon adequate ideas. Someone who seeks to replace inadequate ideas with adequate ideas 

as much as he can, therefore, follows his conatus in the most effective way.35 Insofar as he 

thus becomes active, he no longer feels pain – which is a transition to a more passive state – 

                                                 
32 The discussion of the function of the imagination in Spinoza by Gatens and Lloyd is useful here (Collective 

Imaginings, ch.1, p. 11-40). ‘Imagination reflects both the powers of body, over which the mind has no 
causal influence’, they state, ‘and the powers of the mind to understand what confronts it and gain freedom 
through that understanding (p. 36).’ The earlier mentioned example of the sun can illustrate this. We cannot 
help but imagining the sun to be very near. Nonetheless, we can confront this image with our capacity for 
reason, and so prevent it from fooling us. The imagination, Gatens and Lloyd show, provides our mind with 
the fragmentary material that can form the basis for adequate understanding in due course.    

33 EIIIp9. 
34 EIIIp3. 
35 It is illuminating to compare Spinoza’s account of how we can control the passions with that of Descartes, as 

Lloyd shows: ‘For Descartes the striving that overcomes the passions was an act of will which transcends the 
understanding – an effort to correct the “faults” of nature. For Spinoza the striving is not an act of will 
imposed from above to disrupt our natural condition, but rather our natural state – now adequately 
understood. Our power to overcome the passions, far from being a mark of our transcendence of the 
necessities of nature, is the mark of our inclusion under them. Freedom from the bondage of passion comes 
out of an understanding of the necessities that govern them (p. 95).’ 
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but only pleasure and desire.36 He develops strength of mind, which takes the form of courage 

where it concerns his own life, and the form of nobility where it concerns his relations to 

others. However, no one can achieve a state of full activity, Spinoza immediately warns us: 

‘(…) we are in many respects at the mercy of external causes and are tossed about like the 

waves of the sea when driven by contrary winds, unsure of the outcome and of our fate.’37 

Due to these many external causes influencing us, we live our lives largely in a state of 

compelled necessity. Unlike God, we cannot fully determine ourselves. Nonetheless, insofar 

as we succeed in being the adequate cause of our affects, we succeed in achieving a state of 

relative free necessity, because our affects then follow from our nature alone. We are still 

effects of God, of course, but our own essence cannot be understood without God’s essence, 

so he is not truly external to our nature. These insights form the basis of Spinoza’s account of 

human freedom, which is fully developed in parts IV and V of the Ethics and will be 

discussed in chapter 3 of this thesis.    

 

Human nature and politics  

Spinoza’s view on human nature suggests that collective life is not always a harmonious 

affair. Our subjection to external causes makes us in general undependable. When circum-

stances change, we often change with them. The promises we make have no validity in 

themselves, because tomorrow we may see a better course and then fail to act as we promised. 

As long as we do not live according to reason’s dictates, then, conflicts ever recur. In a 

passionate state of mind our desires are inconstant and often incompatible with the desires of 

others, who seek to attain the same scarce goods. The state of nature, as we will see in the 

next chapter, is a state in which individual powers continually clash, and in which the bonds 

these powers form are unstable, due to the fluctuating desires that guide them. Indeed, 

Spinoza’s God is not a providential God who designed the world according to the needs of 

human nature. Humans have no special place among the other modes; they do not form a 

‘kingdom within a kingdom’.38 This insight is just a given fact of the human condition. We 

cannot change Nature so that it comes to fit our needs. Besides the influence of our fellow 

humans, we will always be limited in our powers by the infinity of other modes that constitute 

                                                 
36 As Lloyd observes, even when the object of reason is sadness, the adequate understanding of this decrease in 

activity is itself an increase in activity, and thus joyful (p. 94).   
37 EIIIp59s. 
38 EIII preface. 
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Nature. Nevertheless, Spinozist philosophy does not stick to fatalism. We cannot become free 

of the influence of the world around us, but we can endeavour for as much harmony with this 

world as possible. The more rational we become, the more we reach a steadfast, harmonious 

state of mind. Now since most people act by nature upon passive rather than active affects, 

reason cannot lead to a harmoniously living humanity in its own right. Here, Spinoza’s 

politics shows up. Central to his politics is the quest for the right power balance. The state 

must limit individual power, but only to a certain extent, because too strict a limitation may 

create dissatisfaction among people. The anti-social inclinations of humans must be tamed 

and their passions redirected to a common end, at least to such an extent that their ends no 

longer conflict too strongly. Since people are most powerful and most social when they are in 

an active, rational state of mind, politics is concerned with more than just maintaining order 

among people. The development of reason among citizens is also a central concern, because 

this leads to both the greatest stability and the greatest freedom. The truly powerful state is the 

truly free state, as we will see throughout this thesis. 
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2. Spinoza’s politics 

 
In this chapter, we will first consider in what way the state comes into existence. We will see 

that reason is an essential factor in the transitional process from state of nature to political 

order. Without a social contract, grounded in reason, the social passions of men would be 

continually contested by their antisocial counterparts. Second, we will consider the structure 

of the state, its different forms and the purposes it serves. Freedom is the state’s ultimate 

purpose, it will turn out. The picture of the Spinozist state that thus arises, is that of a rational 

order, directed to the realization of freedom for its citizens.    

 

2.1 From state of nature to political order 

Reason, the passions and the social contract 

Ideally, men would jointly pursue what is really to their greatest advantage, because ‘the 

highest good of those who pursue virtue is common to all, and all can equally enjoy it.’1  In 

practice, however, our passions lead us to pursue goods that cannot be attained by all – not in 

an equal measure, at least. Only a few can be rich while the majority are doomed to remain 

poor. People strive for esteem and applause, but this can only give them real satisfaction if the 

majority live their lives unnoticed. We are all looking for love, but the object of our love is in 

a lot of cases also pursued by others, so that many of us cannot satisfy their amorous desires. 

Since most people are mainly of a passionate disposition, ‘they are (…) often pulled in 

different directions and are contrary to one another, while needing each other's help.’2 In the 

Theological-Political Treatise, Spinoza describes the state of nature, where every man may 

exercise his natural right without any restriction, in Hobbesian terms, as ‘wretched and almost 

brutish’3. ‘The (…) numerous tasks to support life’ cannot be effectively carried out if man is 

entirely left to his own devices, ‘not to mention the arts and sciences which are also 

indispensable for the perfection of human nature and its blessedness.’4 The state of nature, 

then, is a continuous struggle for mere survival. In it, everything that can make human life 

worthwhile is wholly lacking. In fact, therefore, it is a state of bondage, despite the entire 
                                                 
1 EIVp36. 
2 EIVp37s2. 
3 Spinoza, Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 5, p. 438. 
4 Ibid. 
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absence of moral constraints. In the Political Treatise, Spinoza writes: ‘(…) there is no doubt 

that the more cause for fear a man has, the less power, and consequently the less right, he 

possesses.’5 Since man’s cause for fear is greatest in the state of nature, the state of nature is 

the condition in which he possesses the least right.      

   People need one another, it turns out; they cannot fully provide for their wants on their own. 

They therefore seek to join forces in order to overcome the sufferings of solitary life. Now the 

question is how, according to Spinoza, the transition from the state of nature to a full political 

order takes place. Is this a gradual process, in which a political order arises out of a pre-

existing social order? Or is there instead a moment of breach, at which chaos is turned into 

order by the establishment of state power? Spinoza’s commentators have argued for several 

solutions to this problem. Partly, their solutions depend on whether they give more weight to 

the Theological-Political Treatise or the Political Treatise. In the former, a social contract, 

grounded in rational deliberation, seems to provide the basis for the state, whereas in the 

latter, so it is often thought, the state is mainly the product of man's passionate nature.  

   Two commentators who stress the state’s passionate origins are Matheron and Den Uyl.6 

Both think that, for Spinoza, the transition from state of nature to political order is a gradual, 

wholly passionate process, in which reason has no significant role.7 They point out that the 

Political Treatise is Spinoza’s mature, most systematically developed account of his political 

ideas.8 In this work, they maintain, Spinoza is no longer defending a rationally grounded 

social contract theory. For Den Uyl, this does not necessarily imply a breach with the 

Theological-Political Treatise, since in this latter work he finds several indications that 

Spinoza was not wholeheartedly proposing a social contract theory.9 The existence of a 

contract, Den Uyl supposes, implies that reason is operative in the state of nature. He now 

points to a passage in chapter 16, in which Spinoza states:  

 

Thus the natural right of every man is not determined by sound reason, but by his desire and 

his power. For not all men are naturally determined to act in accordance with the rules and 

laws of reason. On the contrary, all men are born in a state of complete ignorance, and before 

they can learn the true way of life and acquire a virtuous disposition, even if they have been 

                                                 
5 Political Treatise, ch. 2, par. 15. 
6 See e.g. Den Uyl, Power, State and Freedom, p. 31. 
7 Matheron still uses the term ‘social contract’ (p. 322), but he denies its rational grounding.  
8 Den Uyl, Power, State and Freedom, p. 41; Matheron, p. 287. 
9 Den Uyl, Power, State and Freedom, p. 41. 
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well brought up, a great part of their life has gone by. Yet in the meantime they have to live 

and preserve themselves as far as in them lies, namely by the urging of appetite alone, for 

Nature has given them nothing else and has denied them the actualised power to live 

according to sound reason.10   

 

Den Uyl concludes that ‘the foregoing clearly shows that reason is not operative in the state of 

nature.’11 This conclusion seems to go too far, however, since Spinoza only says that not all 

men are naturally determined to act according to reason. This implies that at least some have a 

rational disposition, albeit that this disposition has to develop itself out of the state of 

ignorance in which men are born. There is moreover a difference between being virtuous – 

which is having a developed rational disposition – and being rational on occasions. A man 

can be thoroughly passionate and still act rationally from time to time, or act upon motives 

that are partly rational, partly passionate. For example, a man can fear his fellow men in the 

state of nature, and, exhorted by this passion, be led to the rationally-inferred conclusion that 

it is wise to unite himself with his fellows. Or consider the example of a man who has several 

times experienced that ungrateful behaviour is reciprocated with similar behaviour, and so 

develops the idea that gratitude serves him better than ingratitude. These are kinds of 

instrumental reasoning that do not require much of a man. Experience teaches him that certain 

actions have certain outcomes, and so brings him to the conclusion that there is a necessary 

causal relationship between the two. The sphere of a fully passionate, ad hoc way of life is 

thus overcome, while reason still only plays an unsteady role, continually contested and 

directed by passionate impulses. By these impulses, reason is prevented from achieving a 

fully adequate understanding of things. Now Den Uyl mistakes Spinoza’s remarks on the 

difficulty, or even impossibility, of the ‘true way of life’ in the state of nature for a statement 

that excludes even the occasional instrumental, not yet fully adequate use of reason. Pre-

political socialization is not a merely passionate matter. Looking at the Ethics, reason even 

seems indispensable for the possibility of lasting socialization in the state of nature. In 

proposition 34 of part IV, Spinoza says: ‘Insofar as men are assailed by affects that are 

passive, they can be contrary to one another.’ As we have seen, passions cause men to pursue 

things that they cannot both attain. Passionate men are therefore often contrary to one another, 

whereas their occasional agreement is necessarily unstable. If men are guided by reason, 

                                                 
10 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 527. 
11 Den Uyl, Power, State and Freedom, p. 43. 
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however, they necessarily agree in nature. It seems, then, that social bonds require at least 

some rational underpinnings if they are to work in an effective way.12 

   The establishment of a social contract is a means of securing the rational basis of a society 

in a thoroughgoing way, because it provides for a system of law that protects society from the 

whims of the passionate nature of humans. In joining the contract, men ‘bind themselves by 

the most stringent pledges to be guided in all matters only by the dictates of reason (which 

nobody ventures openly to oppose, lest he should appear to be without capacity to reason) and 

to keep appetite in check insofar as it tends to another’s hurt, to do to no one what they would 

not want done to themselves, and to uphold another’s right as they would their own.’13 

Although at least a substantial part of men act upon truly rational grounds in joining the 

contract, it turns out that not all who join necessarily do so rationally. For some, passions like 

fear and shame can be decisive. This does not alter the essentially rational core of the 

contract, however, because reason was its original incentive. Now the terms of the contract 

are as follows:  

 

Therefore, without any infringement of natural right, a community can be formed and a 

contract14 be always preserved in its entirety in absolute good faith on these terms, that 

everyone transfers all the power that he possesses to the community, which will therefore 

alone retain the sovereign natural right over everything, that is, the supreme rule which 

everyone will have to obey either of free choice or through fear of the ultimate penalty.15  

 

In itself, the submission to the contract is not binding: ‘(...) in general nobody is going to keep 

any promises whatsoever, except through fear of a greater evil or hope of a greater good.’16 

The validity of a promise is only its utility. When we think we have good reason to give up a 

promise, we also have the right to do so. The social contract can therefore only be durable 

when it is ‘backed by something else’, namely the sovereign’s ‘supreme power whereby he 

can compel all by force and coerce them by threat of the supreme penalty.’17 Through this 

back-up, the submission to the contract is no longer non-committal. As long as there is 
                                                 
12 Although, as Den Uyl rightly observes (Power, State and Freedom, p. 48-49), the passions of a people might 

also be directed towards a harmonious pattern by a hero-founder, like Moses. Still, reason has a central role 
in this process, although now it does not primarily come from the people itself, but from a rational leader.  

13 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 528. 
14 pactum 
15 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 530. 
16 Ibid. p. 529. 
17 Ibid. p. 529-30. 
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effective state power, no individual has the power, and consequently the right, to just break 

his word whenever he feels like it. State power thus guarantees justice, which is ‘a set 

disposition to render to every man what is his by civil right.’18  

   The contract can be formed in two ways, either tacitly or expressly. That tacit contracts are 

possible implies that Spinoza is not necessarily thinking of a contract as an historical event. 

The mere fact that we are citizens of a certain state implies that we have accepted the 

authority of a sovereign, either through an explicit contract, or through – what might be called 

– the fiction of a contract.19 A state can thus come into existence in various ways. Ideally, it is 

grounded in joint rational deliberation, that is, a true decision of people to submit themselves 

to the social contract. If our country is e.g. conquered, however, we are forced to submit to a 

new power. Although in this case we do not really have a choice, we should still conclude that 

such submission is what reason counsels us to do. Only the existence of a supreme power, 

after all, can guarantee our peace and safety.20  

   Now one might object that the whole idea of a contract thus becomes void. It would even be 

rational to consent to live in a tyranny when compared to the miseries of the state of nature, 

yet a tyranny would not have been opted for by anyone who had a true choice regarding the 

form of a future state. In a reply to this objection, Spinoza would point to the necessity of a 

certain basic rationality in a state’s institutions and policy. If a sovereign issues many 

irrational commands, he loses the support of his people. As soon as the group of dissenters is 

larger than the group that still consents, the sovereign has forfeited his right to govern the 

people. To see why this is the case, we must return to Spinoza’s concepts of God and his 

modes. As we have seen in chapter 1, God acts only from the laws of his own nature. Since 

nothing can constrain God, he has the absolute right over all things. His right is co-extensive 

with his unlimited power. From this Spinoza concludes as follows in the Theological-Political 

Treatise: ‘But since the universal power of Nature as a whole is nothing but the power of all 

individual things taken together, it follows that each individual thing has the sovereign right 

to do all that it can do; i.e. the right of the individual is co-extensive with its determinate 
                                                 
18 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 532. 
19 McShea maintains that the contract is always a fiction for Spinoza. He calls it a ‘purely rational exercise in 

human relations’ (The Political Philosophy of Spinoza, p. 85). Although this is an appropriate description of 
the way Spinoza’s contract functions in general, it obliterates the fact that Spinoza mentions the possibility of 
express contracting. This suggests that (something that resembles) a social contract can be a historical event. 

20 The possibility of a contract as a fiction can also go together with Den Uyl’s point that a hero-founder may 
play an important role in socialization, besides an evolutionary, passionate development. Although, according 
to this model, people act primarily passionately in entering the state, they can develop their rational outlook 
afterwards and so come to view themselves as contractors with retroactive force.   
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power.’21 Because a state consists of a group of individuals, the state’s power – that is, the 

conatus by which it endeavours to persist in its being – is the sum of the power of these 

individuals. An inalienable right over his subjects can therefore not be attributed to a 

sovereign. His power depends on their support. If he loses the support of a majority, he de 

facto loses the right to govern. Still, one might say, state power so does not really require the 

concept of a contract for its legitimacy. If a sovereign succeeds in maintaining a power 

equilibrium his power is legitimate, no matter how he succeeds in doing so. Indeed, if Spinoza 

were indifferent as regards the form and policy a state should adopt, his political philosophy 

would be merely about the balancing of power, and thus lack the moral connotation22 inherent 

to most social contract theories. However, because Spinoza is concerned with freedom in his 

politics, as we shall later abundantly see, there is a moral dimension to it that prevents his 

remarks on the contract from forming an empty vessel, or from being just a possible way of 

the origin of the state, among many others. Since the social contract is directed to a rational 

life, only that state which enhances reason, and thus freedom, can be said to live up to the 

standards of the contract.23 The mere existence of a power equilibrium is not enough for a 

good state. Such an equilibrium is the minimal condition for an effective politics, but Spinoza 

is concerned with going beyond the minimum.  

    

A uniform account of the state’s origin 

The foregoing picture of the social contract in Spinoza’s politics is primarily based upon the 

Theological-Political Treatise. It still remains to be seen in how far it is in line with the 

politics of the Ethics and the Political Treatise. Looking at the Ethics first – which only deals 

briefly in an explicit way with politics – we do not stumble upon many difficulties in bringing 

it in line with the view on the origin of the state in the Theological-Political Treatise. First, 

there are the already mentioned propositions24 on the social discord inherent to passionate life 

on the one hand, and the social directedness of reason on the other hand. Since the Ethics 

deals with the general, fixed characteristics of human nature, we must assume that reason can 

play its social role in both the state of nature and the political order. Second, the story about 

                                                 
21 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 527. 
22 For Hobbes, the contract is the ‘Fountain and Original of JUSTICE’ (Leviathan, ch. 15, p. 100). For Rousseau, 

the contract brings personal liberation through collective liberation (On the Social Contract, ch. 6-8.)  
23 Also see Lamonica, Social Contract and Change, p. 194-199. She points to the contract’s hypothetical role; it 

can serve as a tool of criticism against societies that do not serve the interest of the people.    
24 EIVp34 ff. 
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the transition from state of nature to political order in the Ethics is similar to that of the 

Theological-Political Treatise. In the second scholium to proposition 37 of part IV, Spinoza 

states that ‘in order that men may live in harmony and help one another, it is necessary for 

them to give up their natural right and to create a feeling of mutual confidence that they will 

refrain from any action that may be harmful to another.’ There is no entirely gradual, 

passionate transition to a state. At a certain moment, people have to come to an agreement to 

live according to the dictates of reason, by choosing to counter negative passionate impulses 

by a system of law that is enforced ‘not by reason, which is incapable of checking the affects 

(...), but by threats.’25 Spinoza is not using the terms pactum or contractus here, but the 

analogy with the contractarian process of transition in the Theological-Political Treatise is 

clearly there. People choose rationally for the submission to external pressure that must lead 

to lasting – at times only outward, at times also inward – rational behaviour.  

   Turning to the Political Treatise now, we must inquire into how far it truly diverges from 

the Ethics and the Theological-Political Treatise. First of all, there is an indication that 

Spinoza did not entirely change his mind regarding the role of a contract in the transition from 

state of nature to political order. In chapter 4, he says: ‘The contract26 or laws whereby a 

people transfers its right to one council or one man should undoubtedly be broken when this is 

in the interests of the general welfare.’27 The question is whether this sole literal mention of 

the term contractus is an anomaly in the story of the Political Treatise, or in line with it. At 

the beginning of chapter 6, Spinoza states: ‘Since men, as we have said, are led more by 

passion than by reason, it naturally follows that a people will unite and consent to be guided 

as if by one mind not at reason’s prompting but through some common affect, such as (...) a 

common hope, or common fear, or desire to avenge some common injury.’ Spinoza is not 

literally proposing a contract theory here, to be sure, but the described process of uniting and 

agreeing can be said to have a similar strain. This process implies a breach with a former state 

of affairs, and thus excludes the possibility of a fully natural, evolutionary development from 

more primitive societies to a civil society. Human nature may be such that men are very much 

in need of one another, but at the same time men are by nature enemies due to passions such 

as anger and envy.28 As long as no common power is erected through a system of law, 

                                                 
25 EIVp37s2. 
26 contractus 
27 Political Treatise, ch. 4, par. 6, p. 698. 
28 Ibid. ch. 2, par. 14, p. 686. 
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therefore, an unpleasant, almost warlike condition will continue to exist. No one can depend 

on another, so that he who is my friend today can be my enemy tomorrow. Matheron does not 

deny the trouble of this situation, but he states that ‘il est facile de voir que cette situation tend 

d’elle-même à se dépasser.’29 Indeed, as we have seen, Spinoza thinks that some common 

hope or fear will arise that leads men to unite under a common power. In a sense, then, there 

is a process of passionate evolution towards a political order. However, this process goes 

together with a moment of breach with the former state of affairs. A political order is not a 

direct continuation of a former social order, but an order that to a large extent opposes the 

former order. In it, insecurity and instability have been replaced by their opposites.  

   It is true that in the Political Treatise, more than in the Theological-Political Treatise, 

Spinoza stresses the role of the passions in the transition from state of nature to political 

order. However, it should be noted that Spinoza – in the Political Treatise – never rules out 

that reason is operative in the state of nature. True, he does say that ‘men are led by blind 

desire more than by reason.’30 And a little further in the text: ‘(…) it is not in every man’s 

power always to use reason and to be at the highest pitch of human freedom.’31 Indeed, it is 

very difficult to be truly free and rational. Passions often overwhelm us, especially in the 

insecurity that characterizes the state of nature. Becoming a fully rational being, then, may be 

next to impossible in the state of nature. In it, many may not even start developing themselves 

as rational beings. Still, the possibility of some reason in some men, or more than just some, 

is clearly there. Now as I have indicated before, the strong influence of a passion can go 

together with an instrumental use of reason. The hope of a better life can lead people to 

deliberate how to bring this about. Moreover, a people as a whole can be led by a common 

passion, while a small part of it can use its rational capacities to incite the rest of the people to 

submit to a contract. Some of them will be convinced to submit on rational grounds, whereas 

others may agree because they do not want to appear stupid. So, although a common passion 

is the original instigator towards a political order according to the Political Treatise, reason 

can come to play a significant, perhaps decisive role in due course. Moreover, as Spinoza also 

writes in the Political Treatise, ‘the laws of a good state (...) ought to be established in 

accordance with the dictates of reason.’32 It is therefore inconceivable that a well-ordered 

                                                 
29 Matheron, p. 321. 
30 Political Treatise, ch. 2, par. 5, p. 683. 
31 Ibid. par. 8, p. 685. 
32 Ibid. par. 21, p. 688. 
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state can have merely passionate origins. In order to erect it, men must deliberate about what 

is right and wrong, and how they want to incorporate the outcome of this deliberation into a 

system of law. Only if the capacity for reason accompanies men during the transition to a 

state, can this state become successful.  

   We can conclude that there is not a clear, fundamental shift between the Theological-

Political Treatise and the Political Treatise regarding the question of how the transition from 

state of nature to political order takes place. In both treatises, as in the Ethics, there is room 

for, and the need of, reason in this transition.33  Nonetheless, some differences in emphasis do 

exist. In the Theological-Political Treatise, Spinoza is explicitly developing a social contract 

theory. This goes together with an emphasis on the importance of man’s capacity for reason in 

the transition to a political order. The social contract is a people’s rational decision to be only 

led by the dictates of reason in future social matters. In the Political Treatise, the passionate 

origins of the decision to enter a state are stressed. To some extent, this justifies an 

evolutionary account of the transition process. Indeed, the passions are indispensable for 

uniting humans. If man’s passions were merely anti-social, reason would struggle in vain to 

gain control. The social passions make that moments of conflict are relieved by moments of 

social harmony. In these moments of harmony, a man may come to realize, by means of 

rational deliberation, that cooperation gives him a much better life. Thus, the durable social 

harmony that reason brings, arises through the unstable harmony of the social passions. Now 

we have seen that, notwithstanding the fact that the Political Treatise emphasises this 

important role of the passions in the transition to a political order, it does not deprive reason 

of the ultimately decisive role that the Theological-Political Treatise attributed to it. There is 

therefore no good reason to suppose that Spinoza really intends to tell a new story about the 

origins of the state in the Political Treatise. The state comes into existence at the dawn of 

rational life, and is indispensable for this life’s flourishing. 

 

2.2 The state’s architecture and purpose 
General characteristics of the state 

Having considered the question of its origin, we can now enter the Spinozist state. What is its 

architecture? What purpose does it serve? To begin with the former question, we should first 

                                                 
33 For a further analysis that stresses the role of reason and the contract in both the Theological-Political Treatise 

and the Political Treatise, see Haddad-Chamakh, Philosophie systematique et système de philosophie politi-
que chez Spinoza, part 2, ch. 1.   
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point to some definitions.34 The order that the state (respublica) maintains is a civil order 

(status civilis). This notion is identical to that of ‘political order’, which I have used until so 

far. Spinoza designates the body of the state in its entirety by the term ‘commonwealth’ 

(civitas). A sovereign (summa potestas) is the man or council that governs the 

commonwealth. He (or it) is, ‘as it were, the mind of the state whereby all citizens must be 

guided.’35 A man is a citizen (civis) insofar as he enjoys all advantages of the commonwealth 

by civil right; he is a subject (subditus), however, insofar as he is bound to obey the 

ordinances or laws of the commonwealth.  

   Spinoza next goes on to discuss the general features of a state. In the first place, he 

considers the supreme right of the commonwealth and that of its head, the sovereign. This 

right, it turns out, is just the right of nature. We have seen that the more people join forces, the 

greater their right of nature becomes. The commonwealth is the culmination of this process. 

This implies that the state of nature is never truly abandoned. The commonwealth is not an 

artificial construct, as it is in Hobbes’s politics. Nonetheless, a system of law gives a people a 

kind of unity that is unthinkable in the pre-political state of nature. Ideally, it leads citizens to 

be guided ‘as if by one mind’ (una veluti mente)36. In a well-functioning state, then, the 

constantly conflicting powers between individuals and groups are largely overcome by a 

rational unity, instantiated by the law. The laws and decrees of the commonwealth determine 

what is just and unjust. The amoral state of nature is thereby overcome. The citizen is bound 

to follow the commonwealth’s commands, both because he has no choice – due to his 

weakness – and because the sovereign’s will must be regarded as the will of all. Spinoza 

argues that the commonwealth can never allow people to live as they please. Such an 

allowance would either lead to the transfer of sovereignty – when the power is transferred to 

one man – or to a division of the sovereignty – in case it is granted to two or more men. 

Spinoza adds: ‘And if, finally, it (i.e. the commonwealth, R.B.) gives this power to every one 

of the citizens, it has thereby destroyed itself, ceasing to be a commonwealth, and everything 

reverts to the natural state.’37 Also, it is inconceivable that a citizen is permitted to interpret 

the laws of the commonwealth in his own manner. This would still allow him – to a certain 

extent – to live as he pleases, because ‘it would be quite simple for him to excuse or to put a 

                                                 
34 See Political Treatise, ch. 3, par. 1, p. 689-690. 
35 Ibid. ch. 4, par. 1, p. 696. 
36 Ibid. ch. 3, par. 2, p. 690. 
37 Ibid. par. 3, p. 690. 
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favourable gloss on his own doings with an appearance of legality.’38 This would be 

detrimental to the commonwealth, as we have just seen.  

   By entering into a state, it turns out, one places oneself under many restrictions. One might 

ask whether this is a reasonable thing to do. Spinoza would answer by pointing to the 

rationality of seeking peace. And peace, we have seen, can only be established if people join 

forces and live as if guided by one mind. From a rational point of view, therefore, man has no 

other choice than to surrender his individual natural right to the common control of the 

commonwealth. Sometimes, however, the commonwealth may ask him to do things that are 

indeed against reason. In such cases, man has to act against his better judgement, because 

‘this penalty is far outweighed by the good he derives from the civil order itself.’39 Moreover, 

‘it is also a law of reason that of two evils the lesser should be chosen.’40 

   Having discussed the right of the commonwealth, we should now take a closer look at the 

limits of this right. A man can only be a subject to the commonwealth either to the extent that 

he fears its power, or to the extent that he is firmly attached to it. This implies that those 

things to which a man cannot be led by reward or threat do not fall within the rights of the 

commonwealth. A first example Spinoza gives concerns the faculty of judgement. The 

sovereign has no power over this faculty, ‘for what rewards or threats can induce a man to 

believe that the whole is not greater than its parts, or that God does not exist, or that the body, 

which he sees to be finite is an infinite being, in short, to believe something that is contrary to 

what he perceives or thinks?’41 Likewise, it is impossible to oblige someone to love a person 

whom he hates, and vice versa. Furthermore, no one can be obliged to do cruel things like 

bearing witness against himself, torturing himself, or killing his parents. Still, the sovereign 

can ordain things that are contrary to reason, as we have seen. He may do so once or twice, 

but if he makes this a habit, he is likely to cause general indignation and thereby to forfeit his 

right. The sovereign, then, is not in any legal way restricted from doing as he pleases. 

However, he is bound by the dictates of reason, because if he fails to follow these dictates to a 

sufficient degree, he sows the seeds of his own downfall. Spinoza gives some striking 

examples of things that it is unwise for a sovereign to do:  

 

                                                 
38 See Political Treatise, ch. 3, par. 4, p. 691. 
39 Ibid. par. 6, p. 691. 
40 Ibid. p. 691-692. 
41 Ibid. par. 8, p. 692. 
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For if the rulers or ruler of the state runs drunk or naked with harlots through the streets, acts 

on the stage, openly violates or holds in contempt those laws that he himself has enacted, it is 

no more possible for him to preserve his dignity of sovereignty than for something to be and 

not to be at the same time. Then, again, to slaughter subjects, to despoil them, to ravish 

maidens and the like turns fear into indignation, and consequently the civil order into a 

condition of war.42    

    

Security, freedom and form of government  

As the foregoing passage from the Political Treatise indicates, there can be either one ruler or 

several rulers of the state. Spinoza makes the traditional distinction between monarchy, 

aristocracy and democracy. There is no unconditionally best form of government, because 

time and circumstances may demand different forms. When we look at security and freedom, 

however, not all forms of government can provide for this equally well. Nonetheless, Spinoza 

strongly disapproves of attempts to change a government from one form to another: ‘(...) 

every state must necessarily preserve its own form, and cannot be changed without incurring 

the danger of utter ruin.’43 In a monarchy, order and security can be upheld very effectively 

due to the concentration of all power in one person. A powerful monarchy is likely to be 

despotic, however, and thus to enslave its subjects. And ‘if slavery, barbarism, and desolation 

are to be called peace, there can be nothing more wretched for mankind than peace.’44 A weak 

monarchy, on the other hand, is likely to become a concealed aristocracy, because a king 

cannot govern the commonwealth all by himself. Since a concealed aristocracy is the worst 

kind of aristocracy, this should be prevented by all means. A monarchy can therefore only be 

successful if it rests on firm foundations. It needs a council to uphold the laws and advise the 

king on public affairs. By this council, however, the power of the king becomes so thoroughly 

checked that he remains in fact not much more than a figurehead. Although Spinoza believes 

that a fair amount of freedom is safeguarded for the people under this kind of monarchy, his 

general distrust in monarchy still makes him prefer other forms of government.45  

   An aristocracy, Spinoza continues, ‘comes closer than monarchy to an absolute form of 

government,46 and is therefore more suitable for the preservation of freedom.’47 An aristocra-

                                                 
42 Political Treatise, ch. 4, par. 4, p. 697. 
43 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 19, p. 557. 
44 Ibid. 
45 See McShea, p. 116. 
46 I.e. a government of a people as a whole. 
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cy is defined as ‘a state where the government is in the hands of not one man but a certain 

number of men, whom we shall henceforth call patricians, chosen from the people.’48 In an 

aristocracy the right to govern thus depends on selection. Power will usually be handed over 

from father to son or nearest kin, but qualified plebeians should not be exempted by law. 

Thus, the gap between the classes is not unbridgeable, in theory at least. For an aristocracy to 

be effective, a minimum number of patricians must be determined according to the size of the 

state. If there are only a few patricians, they will seek to gain superiority over one another, 

and thereby cause a split of the state into factions. Spinoza distinguishes between two models 

of aristocracy: the centralized – of which Venice is an example – and the dispersed – as in the 

Dutch Republic. The latter model is to be preferred, since it diminishes the risk of abuse of 

power: ‘(…) when all decisions are made by a few men who have only themselves to please, 

freedom and the common good are lost.’49 If the sovereignty is held by several cities, a better 

balance of power is established, and thus greater freedom.   

   We now turn to the third and last state-model, namely the democracy. In a democratic state, 

the power equilibrium can be frail. This makes it often ‘short-lived’ and ‘liable to frequent 

rebellion’50. In the Theological-Political Treatise, however, Spinoza also calls a democracy 

‘the most natural form of state’. It approaches ‘most closely to that freedom which nature 

grants to every man. For in a democratic state nobody transfers his natural right to another so 

completely that thereafter he is not to be consulted; he transfers it to the majority of the entire 

community of which he is part.’51 The section on democracy in the Political Treatise is very 

short and unfinished, but on the basis of this section and scattered remarks elsewhere we can 

nonetheless give an account of the general characteristics of democratic rule. In a democracy, 

membership of the supreme council is attributed by law to subjects who satisfy certain 

criteria. These criteria can be quite exclusive, but do not take into account ancestry. The law 

can for example restrict membership to ‘older men who have reached a certain age, or to 

oldest sons as soon as they are of age, or to those who contribute a certain sum of money to 

the commonwealth (...).’52 Since the democratic system excludes nepotism, its council is more 

accessible than that that of an aristocracy. Still, membership is not open to all subjects. For 

                                                                                                                                                         
47 Political Treatise, ch. 8, p. 723. 
48 Ibid. par. 1, p. 723. 
49 Ibid. ch. 9, par. 14, p. 746. 
50 Ibid. ch. 6, par. 4, p. 701. 
51 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 531. 
52 Political Treatise, ch. 11, par. 2, p. 752. 
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example, poverty can be an obstruction if a financial contribution is required. Moreover, 

members have to be ‘in control of their own right’ (sui iuris).53 This excludes women, 

children, servants and slaves, because they are under control of respectively their husbands, 

parents and masters. Despite these important exclusions, Spinoza’s model of a democracy 

leads indeed to greater equality among subjects than the model of an aristocracy. In that sense, 

he is right in describing it as the state-model that provides the greatest freedom. As has been 

noticed, however, a possible danger for a democracy is its greater frailty compared to a 

monarchy or aristocracy. It depends on the circumstances in which a people finds itself, 

therefore, whether a democracy is really the best form of government. In times of global war, 

for example, a monarchy or aristocracy might function in a more efficient way and so be 

better able to protect the state against its enemies. States of these forms would be upholding a 

smaller amount of freedom than a democracy would, but some freedom is better than the 

entire lack of it that would follow the collapse of the state. 

    

Freedom, it turns out, is one of the central notions in Spinoza’s account of the various models 

of the state. That state is to be preferred which, under given circumstances, preserves most of 

man’s natural freedom. In the concluding chapter of the Theological-Political Treatise, 

Spinoza talks about freedom as the state’s purpose:  

 

It follows quite clearly from my earlier explanation of the basis of the state that its ultimate 

purpose is not to exercise dominion nor to restrain men by fear and deprive them of 

independence, but on the contrary to free every man from fear so that he may live in security 

as far as is possible, that is, so that he may best preserve his own natural right to exist and to 

act, without harm to himself and to others. It is not, I repeat, the purpose of the state to 

transform men from rational beings into beasts or puppets, but rather to enable them to 

develop their mental and physical faculties in safety, to use their reason without restraint and 

to refrain from the strife and the vicious mutual abuse that are prompted by hatred, anger or 

deceit. Thus the purpose of the state is, in reality, freedom.54 

 

The question is: what kind of freedom does Spinoza have in mind? Is it just the outward 

freedom of living in a secure and harmonious society, or does the freedom that the state 

                                                 
53 Political Treatise, ch. 11, par. 3, p. 753. 
54 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 20, p. 567. 
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should provide also concern the life of the mind, the inner cultivation of its citizens? In the 

Ethics, Spinoza describes the condition of living under the sway of the passions as slavery. A 

citizen, then, could follow the rules of the state out of fear or some other passion, and so live 

in security and outward harmony, while inside still being a slave. Looking at the quoted 

passage, however, it seems clear that Spinoza also regards the cultivation of inner freedom as 

part of the purpose of the state. He talks about liberation from fear and the development of the 

mental and physical faculties. The following passage in the Political Treatise has a similar 

purport: ‘So when we say that the best state is one where men pass their lives in harmony, I 

am speaking of human life, which is characterized not just by the circulation of the blood and 

other features common to all animals, but especially by reason, the true virtue and life of the 

mind.’ 55 In many other passages in the Theological-Political Treatise and Political Treatise, 

however, Spinoza seems mainly to be concerned with the freedom that lies in peace and 

security, with the delicate balance of power that the sovereign has to uphold. It remains 

therefore to be seen in how far inner, moral freedom forms a systematic part of Spinoza’s 

political philosophy. Before turning to this problem, we should first scrutinize Spinoza’s view 

of moral freedom as this is elaborated in the Ethics. 

                                                 
55 Political Treatise, ch. 5, par. 5, p. 699. 
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3. Spinoza’s ethics 

 
As we have seen in chapter 1, Spinoza regards the process of replacement of inadequate ideas 

with adequate ones as a transitional process from passivity to activity. Doing philosophy, 

then, is not merely gaining greater insight into the structure of Nature, but also – and most 

importantly – a matter of liberation from our bondage to the passions. In becoming more 

active, we lose our fear of the modes that surround us. We come to understand that they are, 

just as much as we are, subjected to the laws of necessity that guide Nature. We come to 

accept this insight, to act upon it as far as this lies in our power, and to submit to Nature 

insofar as we know that our power falls short. This is the paradox of Spinoza’s ethics. Only 

through understanding that we are but insignificant, dependent creatures, can we achieve a 

state of – relative – autonomy. In this chapter, we will further analyse Spinoza’s view of 

moral freedom, paying special attention to its social dimension.     

 

Becoming a free man 

Spinoza begins part IV – which forms together with part V the explicitly ethical part of the 

Ethics – with the definitions of good and evil: ‘1. By good I understand that which we 

certainly know to be useful to us. 2. By bad I understand that which we certainly know to be 

an obstacle to our attainment of some good.’1 In proposition 8 he adds: ‘We call good or bad 

that which is advantageous, or an obstacle, to the preservation of our being (...); that is (...), 

that which increases or diminishes, helps or checks, our power of activity.’ From these 

definitions it follows that there is nothing good or bad in things themselves. Different things 

have different effects on different people. As Spinoza points out in the preface to part IV: ‘For 

example, music is good for one who is melancholy, bad for one in mourning, and neither 

good nor bad for the deaf.’ Spinoza’s ethics, then, lacks a normative point of view. There is 

no transcendent sphere from which we can judge the things in the empirical world along an 

objective standard. Only in a state does a standard of justice arise, as we have seen. Still, the 

objectivity here is relative, since the state of nature is never truly abandoned. The citizen is 

bound to the laws of the state only insofar as the sovereign succeeds in enforcing them. 

                                                 
1 EIVdef1,2. 
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   Spinoza’s ethics thus has a relativist tendency. Looking at his metaphysical principles, we 

might not have been surprised if such relativism, combined with fatalism, would have 

dominated the moral teachings of the Ethics. From the laws of Spinoza’s God, everything 

follows with the same necessity and the utmost perfection. This seems to give us good reason 

to just accept things as they are, without criticizing them, because they could not have been 

otherwise. And indeed, Spinoza’s ethics is in an important sense about acceptance. He 

concludes part IV as follows:  

 

But human power is very limited and is infinitely surpassed by the power of external causes, 

and so we do not have absolute power to adapt to our purposes things external to us. However, 

we shall patiently bear whatever happens to us that is contrary to what is required by 

consideration of our own advantage, if we are conscious that we have done our duty and that 

our power was not extensive enough for us to have avoided the said things, and that we are a 

part of the whole of Nature whose order we follow.2        

 

Now the crux is that acceptance is only possible through insight into the order of things, that 

is, insight in God or Nature. Someone with confused ideas about reality will see threatening 

modes all around him, overpowering him not out of necessity, but out of their free, evil 

nature. Acceptance, then, cannot lie in mere passivity. Only when we understand the necessity 

and amorality of the actions of the other modes, shall we be able to approach them with firm 

decisiveness or well-considered submission, according to their strength. Thus, out of the ashes 

of traditional Judeo-Christian ethics arises a new moral ideal. Spinoza’s concern with activity 

through understanding brings him beyond relativism and fatalism. There is a highest good, he 

shows us. This good lies in the perfection of our rational nature: ‘The mind’s highest good is 

the knowledge of God, and the mind’s highest virtue is to know God.’3 In a sense, the highest 

good does provide a new standard of good and evil. Those who succeed in approaching it lead 

their lives in a good, effective way, whereas those who do not succeed live badly, tossed 

around by external influences. In the preface to part IV of the Ethics, Spinoza describes the 

idea of the rational, free man (homo liber) as ‘a model of human nature’. ‘We shall say’, he 

continues, ‘that men are more perfect or less perfect insofar as they are nearer to or farther 

from this model.’ The standard Spinoza’s perfectionist ethics sets with this model is high, but 

                                                 
2 EIV appendix 32. 
3 EIVp28. 
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it is mitigated by a strong sense of reality’s limitations. Spinoza is aware that no one can 

succeed in fully liberating himself from the passions, and that the homo liber thus necessarily 

remains a model according to which we may shape our actions, but which will never be 

realised in practice. We are only finite parts of Nature, subjected to many external causes. We 

have no moral obligation to free ourselves from this subjection, simply because this is to a 

large extent impossible.   

   The question is how we can develop ourselves, despite our necessary subjection to the 

infinite other powers that constitute Nature, along the model of the free man. In his 

description of this development in part IV, Spinoza builds further upon the basic 

psychological insights of part III. The part’s title is Of Human Bondage, or the Strength of the 

Affects. Indeed, Spinoza stresses human weakness from the outset: ‘The force [vis] whereby a 

man persists in existing is limited, and infinitely surpassed by the power of external causes. 

(…) In the case of every man there is something else, say A, more powerful than he, and then 

there is another thing, say B, more powerful than A, and so ad infinitum.’4 We are, as it were, 

warned against having too great expectations of what is to follow. Yes, there are ways of 

checking the affects, but we will never be wholly free from their power over us.5 Moreover, 

checking or destroying an affect is only possible by a stronger contrary affect.6 Having an 

inadequate idea is being in a passive affective state, whereas having an adequate idea is being 

in an active affective state. There is thus no dichotomy of reason on the one hand and affects 

on the other hand. Becoming rational is not becoming a joyless, insensitive creature. On the 

contrary, joy is the central affect of the rational man, as we shall later see. Not the joy that is 

connected to transient states of affairs, but the joy that is connected to God’s infinite and 

eternal nature.       

   In propositions 9 to 18, Spinoza analyses the strength and weakness of several types of 

affects. For example, an affect is stronger if we think its cause to be presently with us: ‘An 

affect (by the General Definition of Affects) is an imagining insofar as it indicates the 

disposition of the body. Now an imagining (…) is more intense as long as we think of nothing 

that excludes the present existence of the external thing. Therefore that affect, too, whose 
                                                 
4 EIVp3. 
5 It should also be noted that our dominance over what is external to us cannot last. Lloyd comments as follows 

on this issue: ‘(...) we exert a force that can temporarily resist or overcome other natural forces that will 
ultimately destroy us, mind and body alike. It is a strength that comes from the understanding of 
interconnections, from the understanding of necessities – not from thinking ourselves exempt from them (p. 
159).’ 

6 See EIVp7. 
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cause we think to be with us in the present, is more intense or stronger than it would be if we 

did not think the said cause to be with us.’7 Likewise, we are more strongly affected by a 

future thing that is imminent than a future thing that is further from the present.8 Also, a thing 

that we consider to be inevitable affects us more than a thing that is only possible, i.e. 

evitable.9 Next, in proposition 15, Spinoza states: ‘Desire that arises from the true knowledge 

of good and evil can be extinguished or checked by many other desires that arise from the 

[affects] by which we are assailed.’ Desire arising from true knowledge is desire arising from 

activity, that is, we ourselves are the cause of the desire. We have seen, however, that external 

forces necessarily overpower us. These forces cause passive desires in us. An active desire 

can thus easily be checked or extinguished by a passive desire. This is especially the case 

when the active desire concerns something in the future – even more so when this thing is 

contingent – and the passive desire something in the present. Spinoza concludes this account 

of akrasia, or weakness of will, with a phrase of Ovid: ‘I see the better course and approve it, 

but I pursue the worse course.’10 

   We have to set ourselves the task to overcome our akrasia. The more we succeed in doing 

so, the more virtuous we are: ‘The more every man endeavours and is able to seek his own 

advantage, that is, to preserve his own being, the more he is endowed with virtue. On the 

other hand, insofar as he neglects to preserve what is to his advantage, that is, his own being, 

to that extent he is weak.’11 The virtuous being succeeds in following his essence, i.e. his 

conatus, effectively; he acts according to the laws of his own nature. In doing so, he is a free 

man. Of course, he is still a determined part of Nature, but he is no longer externally hindered 

to play his part in this determined whole. According to Spinoza, as we have seen in chapter 1, 

freedom and determinism can go hand in hand. Freedom lies in free necessity, whereas 

bondage lies in compelled necessity.  

   In proposition 21 of part IV, Spinoza continues as follows: ‘Nobody can desire to be happy, 

to do well and to live well without at the same time desiring to be, to do, and to live; that is, 

actually to exist.’ This proposition is one of the many instances in the Ethics in which Spinoza 

reveals himself as a life-affirming philosopher. His philosophy is aimed not at detachment 

                                                 
7 EIVp9d. 
8 EIVp10. 
9 EIVp11. 
10 Ovid, Metamorphoses, VII.20, quoted in EIVp17s. 
11 EIVp20. 
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from the world of transient things, but rather at involvement with this world.12 Only through 

leading a life that is intellectually as well as practically versatile, can we fully develop 

ourselves as human beings. Happiness lies in philosophical contemplation, to be sure, but 

through this contemplation we come to understand that it is also ‘the part of the wise man to 

refresh and invigorate himself in moderation with good food and drink, as also with perfumes, 

with the beauty of blossoming plants, with dress, music, sporting activities, theatres and the 

like, in which every man can indulge without harm to another.’13 The human being is both 

mind and matter; just as the mind needs philosophy to develop itself, so the material body 

needs good food and sports for its development. Only good care for all the varied parts that 

we are composed of can make us happy.  

   The ethical thrust of part IV of the Ethics is mainly concerned with this kind of ‘simple’ 

happiness, with the wisdom that should guide us in our daily lives. Spinoza gives an extensive 

description of what this practical wisdom entails. For example, the man who lives by the 

guidance of reason does not repay hatred with hatred, but with love or nobility.14 To hate is to 

experience a passive affect; it is a negative feeling, caused by another person. To give in to 

hatred, then, is to become less active, and hence less free. To love the one who hates us is one 

of Christ’s famous teachings. Elsewhere, however, Spinoza implicitly criticizes some 

traditional Christian virtues. Humility, for example, is not a virtue. Spinoza defines this affect 

as ‘the pain arising from a man’s contemplation of his own weakness.’15 Pain is a transition 

from activity to passivity. Humility, therefore, obstructs us in our striving to enhance our 

power and is thus not virtuous. The same holds for repentance: ‘(...) he who repents of his 

action is doubly unhappy or weak.’16 Thinking too lowly of oneself may not be a good thing, 

but thinking too highly of oneself is none the better: ‘Extreme pride, or self-abasement, is 

extreme ignorance of oneself.’17 It indicates ‘extreme weakness of spirit.’18 The wise man has 

a healthy self-esteem, but is also always conscious of the fact that he is but a tiny mode of 

God’s infinite being. Being conscious of his limited power, he calmly pursues the ‘greater of 

                                                 
12 As Smith observes about the Ethics: ‘Not a grim asceticism but a sense of hilaritas, the kind of reflective 

pleasure a human being takes at the sheer enjoyment of life, is the ethical purpose of the work. Its aim is the 
enhancement of human power (p. 96).’  

13 EIVp45s. 
14 EIVp46. 
15 EIVp53d. 
16 EIVp54. 
17 EIVp55. 
18 EIVp56. 
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two goods and the lesser of two evils.’19 In his activity, the free man ‘thinks of death least of 

all things, and his wisdom is a meditation of life, not of death.’20  

 

Knowledge sub specie aeternitatis 

In proposition 28 of part IV, Spinoza already indicated that ‘the mind’s highest good is the 

knowledge of God, and the mind’s highest virtue is to know God.’ In part V of the Ethics, he 

comes to speak more extensively about the blessings of understanding God. In this part, he 

passes on ‘finally to that part of the [Ethics] which concerns the method or way leading to 

freedom.’21 The passages on freedom in part IV, then, might be seen as a prelude to the full, 

and more metaphysically oriented, discussion of freedom in part V. Freedom, Spinoza tells us 

once more, lies in the activity that arises from the understanding of the necessity of things: 

‘Insofar as the mind understands all things as governed by necessity, to that extent it has 

greater power over affects, i.e. it is less passive in respect of them.’22 If I understand that the 

man who insulted me did so because he was overwhelmed by external causes, then the anger I 

feel will fade away. Likewise, we must try to place all things that happen in our daily lives, 

both the pleasant and the unpleasant things, in the greater pattern of life. In doing so, 

individual things will haunt us less and less, for, as Spinoza states in proposition 9, ‘an affect 

that is related to several different causes, which the mind regards together with the affect 

itself, is less harmful, and we suffer less from it and are less affected towards each individual 

cause, than if we were affected by another equally great affect which is related to only one or 

to a few causes.’ Feeling a strong affect towards a single object means that this object is 

continually in the foreground, and thus hinders us from thinking of other things. This is 

harmful, because our well-being then depends on only very fragmented a part of reality. If the 

object causes a positive affect and gets lost, we become sad. If it causes a negative affect, 

there is little to compensate for this affect and so to weaken it. The more an affect is related to 

a manifold of objects, on the other hand, the more our mind is engaged in thought – i.e. active 

– and the less it consequently suffers under the affect. Another consequence of the connection 

of many objects with one affect is that the affect more frequently occurs.23 The thought of one 

particular is enough to arouse the affect, together with the whole chain of particulars to which 

                                                 
19 EIVp65. 
20 EIVp67. 
21 EV preface. 
22 EVp6. 
23 EVp11. 
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the affect is connected. The more we widen our understanding of things and affects, then, the 

more stable our affective life becomes. Sudden unexpected and unpleasant events will disturb 

our peace of mind less and less, because the passive affects they cause receive forceful 

opposition by the active affect that has arisen out of our understanding of a great many things. 

Soon, the unknown and unexpected will come to form part of what we understand, and so 

wholly lose its initially threatening features. We will be increasingly able to live according to 

the laws of our own nature, instead of being driven in ever changing directions through 

external causes that we do not understand. 

   Spinoza talks about expanding rationality as the ever greater realization of the knowledge of 

things sub specie aeternitatis.24 The world is no longer seen in its fragmentariness and 

contingency, but in its necessity and eternity. As we have seen, this is a transition from the 

first kind of knowledge (the imagination) to the second kind (reason). In part V of the Ethics, 

the third kind of knowledge (intuitive knowledge or scientia intuitiva) is explored. Attaining 

intuitive knowledge is the culmination of our striving to come to regard things sub specie 

aeternitatis, and thus the ultimate source of our moral freedom. Therefore – although the 

notion of scientia intuitiva is complex and remains somewhat obscure in the Ethics – we need 

to pay some further attention to it. In part II, Spinoza already indicated that he would come to 

talk of this third kind of knowledge more extensively. There, he describes it as knowledge that 

‘proceeds from an adequate idea of the formal essence of certain attributes of God to an 

adequate knowledge of the essence of things.’25 As we have seen, we know two of God’s 

attributes, namely thought and extension. Hence, intuitive knowledge starts with the adequate 

idea of the formal essence of these two attributes. Once having attained insight in this essence, 

we proceed to the adequate knowledge of the essences of things. In part V, proposition 30, 

Spinoza says: ‘Our mind, insofar as it knows both itself and the body under a form of eternity, 

necessarily has a knowledge of God, and knows that it is in God and is conceived through 

God.’ Thus, we grasp the essence of a thing only insofar as we grasp the essence of God. In 

bringing both essences together in one, intuitive act of the mind, we come to regard the 

particular thing sub specie aeternitatis. That is, we come to regard it as part of the infinite and 

eternal order of things, on which it depends and from which it cannot be separated except 

through the confused perception of the imagination. In many regards, the knowledge of the 

third kind mirrors the knowledge of the second kind. Both kinds of knowledge regard the 
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eternal and necessary order behind an apparently fragmentary reality. As Nadler observes, 

therefore, we should not think of the difference between them as a difference in content, but 

rather as a difference in form.26 Reason is discursive. It proceeds step-by-step, from cause to 

effect, to subsequent effect, and so on and vice versa. We can start with the concept of God 

and come to conclusions about the temporal world and man’s place in it. As long as the 

knowledge we thus attain remains in the domain of the second kind of knowledge, we have, in 

a sense, not truly appropriated it. Every time we want to return to this knowledge we have to 

follow the same discursive procedure again. Scientia intuitiva regards the same knowledge, 

but grasps it directly, in an intuitive way that lies beyond reason. As Nadler puts it: ‘Intuition 

represents a kind of epistemic compression of information. It involves a direct apprehension 

of the causal and logical relationship between its terms, such that the information is united in 

a single act of the mind.’27  

    

Amor Dei intellectualis and eternity 

Spinoza considers the understanding of things by the third kind of knowledge to be the 

highest conatus of the mind.28 The more capable the mind is of understanding things in this 

way, the more it desires to understand things in the same way.29 ‘From this third kind of 

knowledge there arises the highest possible contentment of mind,’ Spinoza shows in 

proposition 27 of part V. Knowing things intuitively means being in the highest state of 

human perfection and virtue. Since pleasure is ‘man’s transition from a state of less perfection 

to a state of greater perfection,’30 the virtuous man is affected by the highest pleasure. This 

pleasure is accompanied by the idea of oneself as its cause. At the same time, therefore, it is 

accompanied by the idea of God as its cause, because we as finite modes can only be 

conceived through God. Now definition 6 of the affects in part III describes love as ‘pleasure 

accompanied by the idea of an external cause.’ This implies that we experience love towards 

God, who is the cause of our pleasure. Normally, love is a passion, because it makes us 

dependent upon an external cause. The love we experience towards God, however, is different 

in a twofold way.31 In the first place, God is an eternal and immutable being. This makes our 
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love for him stable; we do not run the risk that the object of our love will fall away. In the 

second place, we must remember that the human mind is a finite manifestation of God’s 

infinite mind. Therefore, our love towards God stems from inside our own mind insofar as it 

is conceived as part of the mind of God. This love, then, is not a passion. It is a pleasure, to be 

sure, but an active, intellectual pleasure, wholly grounded in adequate knowledge. Spinoza 

calls it amor Dei intellectualis.32 This intellectual love is not just stable, Spinoza points out in 

proposition 33, but also eternal, since it arises from the third kind of knowledge, which is also 

eternal.33 

   In order to come to an understanding of Spinoza’s notion of eternity, we need to go back to 

the scholium to proposition 20 of part V, which Spinoza ends as follows: ‘So it is now time to 

pass on to those matters that concern the duration of the mind without respect to the body.’ 

This remark is rather puzzling in the light of Spinoza’s parallelist account of mind and body. 

When the body ceases to exist, this account seems to imply, the mind also ceases to exist. 

How then is eternity of mind in conjunction with a mortal body possible? Well, first of all 

Spinoza tells us in proposition 21 that imagination and memory will not endure after the death 

of the body. Thus, we must forget about a full personal immortality. Every memory about our 

sufferings and accomplishments in this life, all that constitutes our personal identity, will 

dissolve with the dissolution of the body. ‘Nevertheless,’ Spinoza adds in the next 

proposition, ‘there is necessarily in God an idea which expresses the essence of this or that 

human body under a form of eternity.’34 Our essence follows from God’s essence. The idea of 

this essence is, like everything that follows from God, necessarily in God.35 It is in God 

independent of the actual existence of the body of which it forms the essence. Therefore, our 

mind ‘cannot be absolutely destroyed along with body, but something of it remains, which is 

eternal,’ namely the idea which expresses the essence of our body. Spinoza still deals here 

with the human mind in general; the mind of every human being is eternal in this way. 

However, there is also a sense in which eternity is a human achievement, namely insofar as 

we succeed in developing adequate ideas. As Spinoza states in proposition 39: ‘He whose 

                                                 
32 EVp32c.  
33 Smith comments as follows upon the mystical impression that the notion of amor Dei intellectualis might 

leave: ‘It is not a form of mystical intuition incommunicable through ordinary language. Neither is it 
accessible through prayer or supplication, but derives entirely from our ability to form adequate ideas about 
the nature of things (...) Intellectual divine love describes not just knowledge of facts but of natures. It 
describes a passionate relationship between the knower and the world (p. 172).’ 
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body is capable of the greatest amount of activity has a mind whose greatest part is eternal.’ 

Let us take a closer look now at this form of eternity.36 As we have seen, grasping things sub 

specie aeternitatis is grasping things in their necessary and eternal relations. The adequate 

ideas we have of these things ‘involve the eternal and infinite essence of God.’37 In 

developing these ideas, we pass on from the human, temporal perspective, to the infinite and 

eternal perspective of God. Insofar as our finite mind has adequate ideas, then, it participates 

in the eternity of God’s infinite mind. Because our adequate ideas are eternal, they cannot be 

destroyed with the body. Hence, the greater the set of adequate ideas in our mind, the greater 

the part of us that is eternal. Although this eternity is a personal achievement, it still does not 

amount to a personal eternal life. Adequate ideas are wholly stripped of imaginary qualities, 

so they have no connection whatsoever with our memories of this life. Insofar as we are 

eternal, we are no longer our limited selves, but part of God’s eternal mind. In his mind, there 

is no now and then, no here and there, and thus no place where some individuality remains. 

God’s mind is infinite understanding, accompanied by infinite intellectual love.  

   Having established his doctrines of eternity and amor Dei intellectualis, Spinoza remarks: 

‘From this we clearly understand in what our salvation or blessedness or freedom consists, 

namely, in the constant and eternal love towards God, that is, in God’s love towards men.’38 

Whereas in part IV, the notion of virtue was equated with freedom, here the notions of 

blessedness and salvation are equated with it. All these notions amount to the same state of 

mind, namely a state of activity, accompanied by intellectual love towards God. Being in a 

state of intellectual love is being in a firm state of mind, for there is nothing that can destroy 

it: ‘If there were anything that was contrary to this love, it would be contrary to truth, and 

consequently that which could destroy this love could cause truth to be false, which, as is self-

evident, is absurd.’39 The more the mind understands and loves God, therefore, ‘the less 

subject it is to affects that are bad, and the less it fears death.’40 Although terms like 

‘blessedness’ and ‘salvation’ remind us of religious rewards in the afterlife for virtuous 

behaviour on earth, Spinoza warns us not to interpret these terms in the Ethics analogously. 

Blessedness is not some reward after strenuous intellectual activity; blessedness lies in the 
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activity itself. It is ‘not the reward of virtue, but virtue itself.’41 The blessed or wise man, 

‘insofar as he is considered as such, suffers scarcely any disturbance of spirit, but being 

conscious, by virtue of a certain eternal necessity, of himself, of God and of things, never 

ceases to be, but always possesses true spiritual contentment.’42  

    

We have now explored the central aspects of the concept of moral freedom in the Ethics. We 

have seen that it is not a merely intellectualistic notion; it concerns human life in all its varied 

aspects. To be sure, freedom lies in intellectual activity, aimed at the knowledge of God and, 

through God, the eternal and necessary order of things. Part V of the Ethics therefore breathes 

a sense of detachment from the world of ordinary, transient things. Partly, this is a correct 

picture of Spinoza’s moral philosophy. Attaching too much value to finite things arouses 

many harmful affects, as we have very little control over them. Riches can be lost, a good 

image can be blemished, handsome looks tend to fade away as we grow older. The true good, 

on the other hand, is infinite and eternal. It remains undisturbed amidst the chaos and 

uncertainty that characterize the finite and temporal world of our imaginative experience. 

However, there is more to Spinoza’s view of moral freedom than the contemplation of things 

sub specie aeternitatis. That we should not attach ourselves too closely to the other modes 

does not mean that we should detach ourselves completely from them. Such detachment is to 

a large extent impossible, but striving for it is also harmful. As we have seen, there is no 

freedom without a body that is capable of a great many things. This capability lies in a 

harmonious interaction with other things and human beings. Good food and physical exercise, 

for example, make us healthy and active. The enjoyment of music and nature both stimulates 

us and gives us rest. And, most importantly, the interaction with our fellow humans enhances 

our activity in many ways. This is the case at the physical level, but, again, also at the 

intellectual level. Intellectual progress without a stimulating intellectual environment is 

inconceivable. This is one of the reasons why the state of nature is so unpleasant. In it, we are 

to a large extent isolated, and thus bound to remain in a mainly passive state of mind. Thus 

far, we have not considered these social aspects of the attainment of freedom in detail. Let us 

therefore conclude this chapter by showing that the pursuit of freedom is in an important 

sense a collective practice.  
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Social aspects of the pursuit of freedom                   

In the scholium to proposition 18 of Ethics part IV, Spinoza writes that there is ‘nothing (…) 

more advantageous to man than man.’ That which is advantageous to us, is that which helps 

us in our self-preservation. Other men, then, can fulfil a pivotal role here. However, they only 

do so insofar as they are rational. If we encounter a very passionate fellow human, he is at 

best of no influence to our state of mind, at worst an enticement to give in to our own 

passions, and so an obstacle in our desire to become free. To see why this is the case, we need 

to turn to proposition 30 and the propositions that follow it. ‘No thing can be evil for us 

through what it possesses in common with our nature,’ Spinoza states here, ‘but insofar as it is 

evil for us, it is contrary to us.’ A thing that agrees with our nature cannot only not be evil; it 

is necessarily good.43 If a thing would be indifferent to us, then nothing would follow from its 

nature that serves to preserve our nature. However, this would also imply that nothing would 

follow that preserves the thing’s own nature. Since a thing necessarily preserves itself, 

Spinoza argues, this is absurd. Now men cannot be said to agree in nature insofar as they are 

subjected to passions.44 Passivity means being determined to act not by one’s own nature, but 

by some external cause. A passion, therefore, points to a weakness in man’s nature, not at 

some constituting quality. Still, one could maintain, it is possible to interpret ‘agreement in 

nature’ as referring to the nature of our affects. If two people would have exactly the same 

passive reaction towards an external thing, then it might be said that they agree in their 

passions. As Matheron points out, however, the same external things cause a wide variety of 

reactions in people, and it will hardly ever happen that there is an exact agreement here.45 

Moreover, he adds, even if there were agreement at a certain moment, this agreement would 

necessarily be unstable and temporal, and thus not be a true, fundamental agreement. People 

do not only not agree with one another insofar as they are passionate, but are often also 

contrary to one another.46 This is for example the case when two men desire what only one of 

them can have. 

   For the agreement between men we must turn to their rational nature: ‘Insofar as men live 

under the guidance of reason, to that extent only do they always necessarily agree in nature.’47 

Living rationally, men’s ends have become united in one common end: ‘The highest good of 
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those who pursue virtue is common to all, and all can equally enjoy it.’48 There is not 

something that is virtuous to do for the one and not for the other. Life is not primarily about 

the pursuit of one’s personal preferences and talents. For all, the highest good lies in the 

knowledge of God. God is infinite and eternal, and so is the good that lies in the 

contemplation of his being. No one can keep God to himself; he awaits discovery by all who 

are willing to set themselves to this task. Only when people are in pursuit of the highest good, 

therefore, can they never come into conflict. This pursuit is moreover a harmonious activity, 

in which people influence one another positively. As Matheron observes, there arises a 

convergence of conatus.49 In their rational strivings, people come so close to one another that 

the boundaries that separate them as individuals lose force. In its culmination, rational 

thinking is no longer instrumental. The purpose we set ourselves no longer concerns the 

limited and individual, but the eternal and infinite. In the eternal and infinite we find our 

fellow humans, because they are just as much inseparably part of it as we are.50 What we 

desire for ourselves, we now come to desire for the rest of mankind too: ‘The more the 

essence of the mind involves knowledge of God, the greater the desire with which he who 

pursues virtue desires for another the good which he seeks for himself.’51 Egoism is turned 

into collectivism here. Matheron: ‘(...) aidons-nous nous-mêmes, et, par surcroît, nous 

aiderons autrui; que chacun soit vraiment lui-même, et l’Humanité existera.’52  

   Spinoza remains ever the realist, though. In the same part of Ethics part IV in which he 

suggests a vision of humans uniting in a joint pursuit of the true good, he observes that ‘it is 

rarely the case that men live by the guidance of reason’; that ‘their condition is such that they 

are generally disposed to envy and mutual dislike.’53 This disposition to quarrel may not 

amount to a Hobbesian war of all against all, but does amount to a state of social fragility as 

long as no external direction is given. A state is thus a necessity if collective rational 
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(p. 104). Through the insight in what we have in common with others, we also come to care for what 
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development is to take place. Only within a state can the peace and tranquillity arise that make 

room for the practice of philosophy. But even in a state the collective development of reason 

is not a matter-of-course. The passions remain a dominant force, often to such an extent that 

moral freedom is hardly present among citizens. Nevertheless, moral freedom seems to be a 

central concern for Spinoza the political theorist. In the next chapter, we will deal with his 

notion of freedom in the Theological-Political Treatise and Political Treatise. 
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4. Political freedom 

 
Finis ergo Reipublicae revera libertas est, Spinoza writes in the Theological-Political 

Treatise – ‘the purpose of the state is, in reality, freedom.’1 In a free state, men are more than 

automatons. In it, they are not only pursuing the collective good and prevented from harming 

their fellow men due to external pressure, but they are also pushed to ‘use their reason without 

restraint.’2 Here, Spinoza makes the level of freedom of a state dependent upon the level of 

inner, moral freedom of its citizens. For political freedom, it thus turns out, more is required 

than just the absence of war. An authoritarian ruler, who has established security and 

tranquillity, cannot be said to have established full political freedom too. In a free state, 

outward harmony is not a purpose on its own, but it serves the development of inward 

harmony. Now the question is in how far the picture of politics that arises here is 

characteristic for Spinoza’s politics as a whole. Elsewhere, as we will see, the freedom that 

lies in security and stability appears to be Spinoza’s central political concern. One may 

therefore wonder whether Spinoza’s notion of political freedom cannot de facto, or even 

systematically, be reduced to this less-inclusive kind of freedom. In this chapter, we will seek 

to find an answer to this question on the basis of a discussion of it by Den Uyl. Also, we will 

discuss Spinoza’s negative notion of political freedom that is entailed by his plea for the 

libertas philosophandi. 

 

Den Uyl’s account of  Spinoza’s notion of political freedom – and why it is wrong        

According to Den Uyl, Spinoza’s view of reason in the political writings is systematically 

different from that in the Ethics.3 In the Ethics, he maintains, reason is ultimately directed to 

personal salvation, whereas in the Theological-Political Treatise and Political Treatise, 

reason is ultimately directed to peace. A first passage to which Den Uyl refers is the following 

one in Spinoza’s notes to the Theological-Political Treatise: ‘(...) reason is entirely in favour 

of (suadet) peace.’4 Indeed, to seek peace is certainly something which sound reason would 
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advise without reservation. But does this mean that rational behaviour should be equated with 

peace-seeking? Next, Den Uyl refers to the Political Treatise, where Spinoza says: ‘Again, 

the teaching of reason is wholly (omnino) directed to (docet) seeking peace (...).’5 Here again, 

reason and peace-seeking are put next to each other. At face value, moreover, both really 

seem to be equated now. Still, one might interpret omnino as not equating both, but as 

stressing the fact that rational persons always and necessarily seek peace. Thus interpreted, 

the sentence no longer excludes other, more ambitious objects as the possible aims of political 

reason. When we take a look at the context, this reading of the sentence seems to be 

confirmed. Shortly before it, Spinoza refers to section 5 of chapter 1 of the Political Treatise. 

In this section, the notion of reason of the Ethics is reiterated. This is also the case in section 

11 of chapter 2. Here, Spinoza writes: ‘So I call a man altogether free insofar as he is guided 

by reason, because it is to that extent that he is determined to action by causes that can be 

adequately understood solely through his own nature, even though he is necessarily 

determined to action by these causes.’ Spinoza reiterates this and other notions of the Ethics, 

it appears, in order to point out that they form the conceptual groundwork upon which the 

Political Treatise rests. Rational behaviour cannot suddenly be reduced to peace-seeking. 

Peace-seeking forms part of this behaviour, but there is much more to it. After the very 

sentence quoted by Den Uyl to support his thesis, the next sentence begins as follows: ‘The 

more a man is guided by reason – that is (Section 11 of the previous Chapter), the more he is 

free (…).’6 Being reasonable is being morally free, and goes together with, among other 

things, peace-seeking. Peace-seeking, then, forms part of the broader ethical activity of 

reason.   

   Although Den Uyl is wrong in systematically reducing Spinoza’s notion of political reason 

to peace-seeking, he is right in maintaining that political reason is in the first place about 

peace-seeking. Considering Spinoza’s realism about human nature, this is also what one 

would expect. In the first chapter of the Political Treatise, Spinoza notes: ‘Those who believe 

that ordinary people or those who are busily engaged in public business can be persuaded to 

live solely at reason’s behest are dreaming of the poet’s golden age or of a fairy tale.’7 

Political philosophers must not start too high-mindedly in developing their theories; weak 

human nature is to be dealt with. This means that enmity and chaos are the negative forces 
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that every politics should seek to overcome. Peace is not something that is present from the 

start; it is to be established patiently, with a great deal of ingenuity. Once peace is established, 

and only then, political reason may start to think further and ask itself how the basic freedom 

of a peaceful state can be extended to a more inclusive freedom. But even in a peaceful 

society, peace remains the state’s primary concern. As we have seen in chapter 2 of this 

thesis, the balance of power in a state is always delicate. Giving people too many liberties 

may make them disobedient, whereas repressing them too severely may make them 

rebellious. There is no entirely safe power equilibrium; the sovereign has to be alert all the 

time. Hence, Den Uyl is in an important sense right when he rephrases Spinoza’s use of 

reason in the following passage of the Theological-Political Treatise: ‘Therefore it is 

exceedingly rare for governments to issue quite unreasonable commands; in their own interest 

and to retain their rule, it especially behoves them to look to the public good and to conduct 

all affairs under the guidance of reason.’8 Although the general ‘omnia ex rationis dictamine 

dirigere’ is used here, Den Uyl argues, we can easily rephrase it as follows: ‘to direct all 

things in light of what secures peace’.9 Indeed, when it comes down to securing one’s rule, we 

are in the domain of the more basic use of reason. In these cases, reason is not directed 

towards moral ideals, but rather at finding its way through the perils that threaten peace and 

tranquillity. 

   At a certain moment, a state may come into a position of relative rest – a position wherein 

security still has to be upheld, but where this no longer takes all the energy of the sovereign. 

Does this mean that politics becomes an affair of merely maintaining the status quo? Or is 

there room for more ambition now – ambition that may concern the further moral 

development of its citizens? For Den Uyl, a lot depends on what he believes to fall under 

Spinoza’s definition of ‘peace’. At times, Den Uyl appears to think that there is more to it 

than just a state of tranquil co-existence among people. In his discussion of peace, he refers to 

the following passage in the Political Treatise: ‘(...) reason teaches men to practice piety and 

to be calm and kindly in their disposition.’10 Peace, this seems to suggest, can only be found if 

people take the practical moral guidelines of part IV of the Ethics in consideration. As we 

have seen, these guidelines are inextricably connected to the metaphysically oriented ethics of 

part V. Political and moral reason, Den Uyl thus seems to imply, go hand in hand, and are, 
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ultimately, one and the same. As a consequence, political and moral freedom would have to 

be identified with one another. Political freedom lies in a secure and peaceful existence, to be 

sure, but ultimately such an existence cannot be maintained without a certain amount of moral 

freedom. However, Den Uyl does not really think that we can extend Spinoza’s political 

notion of peace towards the peace of mind of moral freedom. There are two criteria for a 

peaceful society, he shows, namely security (securitas) and harmony (concordia).11 

Sometimes Spinoza uses the former to define peace (Political Treatise, ch. 6, sect. 4), 

sometimes the latter (in Political Treatise, ch. 5, sect. 2). They are not interchangeable, Den 

Uyl points out, and should therefore be considered as complementary. Together, they 

constitute Spinoza’s notion of peace in its full sense. In constituting the notion of peace, he 

continues his argument, they also constitute the purpose of the state. This becomes clear in 

e.g. chapter 3 of the Theological-Political Treatise: ‘(...) the purpose of an organised society 

and state (…) is to achieve security and ease (commode).’12 Interpreted in a wider, not merely 

physical sense, Den Uyl argues, ‘ease’ can stand for ‘harmony’ here. If we combine this 

passage with the passage in chapter 20, in which Spinoza points out that freedom is the 

purpose of the state,13 then it seems to follow that the free state is the secure and harmonious, 

that is, the peaceful, state.  

   In order to see why this interpretation is mistaken, we should keep in mind our earlier 

observation that Spinoza explicitly grounds his political works, especially the Political 

Treatise, on the central notions of the Ethics. We must therefore assume that Spinoza means 

‘moral freedom’ when he uses the term ‘freedom’, unless there is clear evidence that, in a 

given case, he makes an exception to the rule. The passage in chapter 20 of the Theological-

Political Treatise does not seem to be such an exception. In it, freedom is connected to the 

development of the mental faculties and the free use of reason. Now as we have seen, true 

rational development is the development of our knowledge of God. Thus, Spinoza is no 

longer talking about basic harmony here, but about the realization of the widest rational, and 

thus moral, potential of the state and its citizens. To some extent, Den Uyl can account for 

Spinoza’s shift to visionary politics. He points to the fact that, for Spinoza, social harmony is 

not simply a condition of absence of external threats.14 The following passage in the Political 
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Treatise makes this clear: ‘But if slavery, barbarism, and desolation are to be called peace, 

there can be nothing more wretched for mankind than peace (…) for peace, as we have 

already said, consists not in the absence of war but in the union or harmony of minds.’15 Den 

Uyl notes that we should neither think of a literal union here, nor of an almost entire union of 

minds.16 The first interpretation is a metaphysical impossibility, whereas the latter oversteps 

man’s antisocial tendencies too easily. A harmonious state, Den Uyl continues, is a state 

where the laws are willingly obeyed.17 This is certainly true, but it does not account for the 

whole picture. In chapter 5 of the Political Treatise, as we have seen, Spinoza writes: ‘So 

when we say that the best state is one where men pass their lives in harmony, I am speaking 

of human life, which is characterised not just by the circulation of the blood and other features 

common to all animals, but especially by reason, the true virtue and life of the mind.’18 

Harmony obviously goes beyond mere obedience here. The ultimate harmony of the state, this 

passage suggests, lies in people jointly pursuing the highest good as defined in the Ethics. 

There is a strong analogy with the following passage in the Ethics: ‘Men (...) can wish for 

nothing more excellent for preserving their own being than that they should all be in such 

harmony in all respects that their minds and bodies should compose, as it were, one mind and 

one body (...).’19 In the Political Treatise, it turns out, Spinoza’s moral-social theory is 

incorporated into his political theory. Spinoza’s politics aims at a realization of the ideal of a 

humanity harmoniously striving towards the highest good. According to Den Uyl, this 

interpretation is grounded in mere appearance.20 In order to prove this, he relies on his earlier 

analysis of political reason. Since Spinoza systematically equates rational behaviour with 

peace-seeking in his political writings, he argues, there is no reason to suppose that he drops 

this equation here. We have seen, however, that Den Uyl’s arguments for this equation are 

unsatisfactory. As Spinoza uses one, consistent notion of reason throughout his philosophical 

works, we have no good reason to suppose that he is not actually saying what he appears to be 

saying in the passage in chapter 5.    

   An important passage which Den Uyl does not mention in his discussion, is the following in 

chapter 1 of the Political Treatise: It does not matter ‘for the security of the state what 

                                                 
15 Political Treatise, ch. 6, sect. 4, p. 701. 
16 Den Uyl, Power, State and Freedom, p. 115. 
17 Ibid. p. 116. 
18 Political Treatise, ch. 5, sect. 5, p. 699. 
19 EIVp18s. 
20 Den Uyl, Power, State and Freedom, p. 116. 
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motives induce men to administer its affairs properly, provided that its affairs are in fact 

properly administered. Freedom of spirit or strength of mind is the virtue of a private citizen: 

the virtue of a state is its security.’21 This passage seems to suggest that Den Uyl is right in 

separating political and moral freedom after all. It should be noted, however, that Spinoza is 

talking about the state on a very basic level here. Even basic harmony through willing 

obedience is out of the picture now; motives for obedience are not important, as long as there 

is obedience. Since Spinoza elsewhere stresses that true peace is impossible if obedience 

stems from fear, as we have seen, we must conclude that the passage in chapter 1 sketches 

only part of the overall picture of the state. Indeed, security forms the basis of political 

freedom that must constantly be safeguarded. Even when some real harmony of minds is 

established, maintaining security is the state’s primary task, because internal and external 

threats necessarily remain. In this sense, security really is the state’s foremost virtue. 

However, this does not at all imply that the state’s virtuousness must be reduced to security. 

Security is also to be regarded as the foundation of a dynamics of ever-increasing harmony. 

Interpreted thus, the passage in chapter 1 of the Political Treatise does not contradict our 

interpretation of the passage in chapter 5. What it does, one might say, is warn us against too- 

ambitious political ideals. We should remember that humans are often guided by their 

passions instead of their reason, so that rational progress, certainly collective rational 

progress, is not a matter-of-course. And if it takes place, it is still likely to be only very 

limited. Den Uyl thinks that this is one of the reasons why Spinoza separates political from 

moral freedom: ‘Security and harmony are within the reach of every civitas. They are 

standards which do not demand much of men and so have a reasonable expectation of being 

fulfilled.’22 This is again an unconvincing argument. Realism regarding human nature is 

indeed one of the characteristics of Spinoza’s philosophy. Nevertheless, in the Ethics it does 

not hold him back from developing a moral ideal that lies far beyond the reach of the majority 

of humans. Even the few who are capable of approaching this ideal are warned that they are 

necessarily part of Nature, and therefore determined to undergo changes that do not follow 

from their own nature. Spinoza is thus not likely to give up an ideal just because his realism 

tells him that it will never be wholly achieved. Spinoza’s philosophy is about perfection – his 

politics just as much as his ethics.      

    
                                                 
21 Political Treatise, ch. 1, sect. 6, p. 682. 
22 Den Uyl, Power, State and Freedom, p. 117. 
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Spinoza’s philosophical project is an organic whole, we can conclude. From its early 

development, the connection of politics with the philosophical system is present. Spinoza 

considers humans and the groups they form as parts and conglomerate parts – i.e. modes – of 

God’s infinite power, which strive to persist in their existence as effectively as possible. 

Politics is an activity that seeks to enhance the power of a group. Basic needs are to be dealt 

with, to be sure, but just as individuals tend to broaden the range of needs to which they pay 

attention once basic needs are satisfied, so does politics broaden this range. Den Uyl, it 

appears, has mistakenly concluded from Spinoza’s strong concern with the basic purpose of 

his politics – namely the establishment of peace – that there is nothing more to it. He thus 

fails to see that our collective striving is – like our individual striving – a moral activity, 

grounded in the right use of reason. Therefore, Spinoza links the notions of reason and 

freedom in his political writings explicitly to those in the Ethics. True, these notions are often 

used in a non-perfectionist way in the Theological-Political Treatise and Political Treatise. 

That does not mean, however, that we should downgrade those occasional passages in which 

they are used in a truly perfectionist way. Before we, in the next chapter, turn to the question 

of what Spinoza’s perfectionist politics looks like, we should first bring a nuance to the view 

that the notion of freedom in Spinoza’s political philosophy wholly converges with that in the 

Ethics.  

 

The freedom to philosophise       

Chapter 20 of the Theological-Political Treatise is titled as follows: ‘It is shown that in a free 

commonwealth every man may think as he pleases, and say what he thinks.’ A central aim of 

the treatise is, in other words, the defence of the libertas philosophandi, the freedom to 

philosophise. Spinoza’s politics is thus not only guided by a notion of positive freedom in its 

aim to spread moral freedom, but also by a notion of negative freedom, namely the freedom 

of interference in the expression of one’s ideas. It remains to be seen how both relate to each 

other, but let us first explore the latter notion further. In the opening lines of chapter 20, 

Spinoza writes: ‘If minds could be as easily controlled as tongues, every government would 

be secure in its rule, and need not resort to force; for every man would conduct himself as his 

rulers wished, and his views as to what is true or false, good or bad, fair or unfair, would be 

governed by their decision alone.’23 However, minds are not that easy to control. A sovereign 

                                                 
23 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 20, p. 566. 
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can try to mould the thoughts of his subjects, but cannot force them to give up their faculty of 

judgment entirely: ‘(…) no one is able to transfer to another his natural right or faculty to 

reason freely and to form his own judgment on any matters whatsoever, nor can he be 

compelled to do so.’24 The tyrannical tendency to bring people to do this may lead to 

apparently obedient behaviour, but cannot prevent them from having disobedient minds. It is 

therefore unwise to seek to indoctrinate people. At the end of the day, the sovereign who does 

so weakens the power that he tries to enhance. If men are continually confronted with 

indoctrination, they may lose their patience and rise up to overthrow the tyrant. From the fact 

that the minds of men cannot be wholly controlled, Spinoza concludes that one should not try 

to wholly control their words either. This is a serious infringement of their freedom, for ‘it is 

the common failing of men to confide what they think to others, even when secrecy is 

needed.’25 Men are prone to express themselves and will feel resentment if they are limited in 

their freedom to do so: ‘(…) the greater the effort to deprive them of freedom of speech, the 

more obstinately do they resist: not indeed the greedy, the flatterers and other poor-spirited 

souls who find their greatest happiness in gloating over their moneybags and cramming their 

bellies, but those to whom a good upbringing, integrity and a virtuous disposition have given 

a more liberal outlook.’26 To allow men to express their opinions in freedom does not lead to 

a cacophony of wild, passionate ideas, but stimulates serious, rationally grounded discussion, 

and thus adds to a balanced, effective policy. While one may express disagreement with the 

sovereign, one may never act upon this disagreement, for by entering the state man has 

surrendered his right to act just as he thinks fit. Moreover, a mere opinion that would have the 

effect of annulling the social contract when posited, cannot be tolerated, ‘for merely to hold 

such an opinion is to violate the pledge tacitly or expressly given to the sovereign.’27  

   Spinoza’s argument for freedom of expression concerns the libertas philosophandi. That is, 

it does not merely deal with political discourse, but expressly also with the freedom to pursue 

one’s philosophical, scientific and artistic interests without limitation – ‘for it is only those 

whose judgment is free and unbiased who can attain success in these fields.’28 None of the 

men who genuinely pursue such matters do so from subversive motives, but only from a 

desire for truth. The purpose of laws that limit their freedom is therefore ‘to provoke 

                                                 
24 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 20, p. 566. 
25 Ibid. p. 567. 
26 Ibid. p. 569. 
27 Ibid. p. 568. 
28 Ibid. p. 569. 
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honourable men rather than to restrain the wicked.’29 Bringing such men to death is a 

counterproductive measure, because ‘the only lesson to be drawn from their death is to 

emulate them, or at least to revere them.’30 Not only do the honourable lose their faith in the 

sovereign, but ‘sycophants and traitors are encouraged, and opponents of freedom exult 

because their anger has won the day and they have converted the government to their creed.’31 

Instead of breeding piety and obedience, therefore, laws against the freedom of expression 

work against these virtues.   

   As Van Reijen observes, we can distinguish three arguments in Spinoza’s defence of the 

libertas philosophandi.32 The first argument concerns human nature. Human nature is such 

that it is impossible to control man’s opinions entirely. Since men moreover feel the urge to 

speak as they think, it is unwise to seek to suppress this urge. The second argument concerns 

the purpose of the state, which is to guarantee stability and security, and so to spread 

prosperity, freedom and happiness. The suppression of the freedom of expression goes against 

this purpose, because it causes resistance and may so eventually cause the collapse of the 

state. We can link this second argument to the third argument distinguished by Van Reijen, 

namely the argument that concerns man’s moral development. The freedom to think as one 

pleases and to say what one thinks is indispensable for a rational and truly happy life. To 

suppress this freedom, therefore, is to act against the ultimate, moral purpose of the state. 

Only when a rational discussion between civilized people remains unimpeded, can a free, 

harmonious collective life come into existence. In impeding this discussion, a state hinders 

both individuals and society as a whole in realizing their rational potential, and thus in 

attaining a state of supreme happiness. Spinoza’s negative notion of freedom, we can 

therefore conclude, serves his notion of positive freedom. In promoting moral freedom, the 

sovereign must find a balance between influencing his subjects and leaving them undisturbed. 

Only through an effective, rationally grounded system of law can he establish a basic rational 

disposition in his subjects; only by granting them the freedom to subsequently pursue the path 

of reason without interference can he make sure that they realize their rational potential to the 

highest extent possible. In the next chapter, we will consider how such a ‘politics of freedom’ 

can be made to work.  

                                                 
29 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 20, p. 570. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. p. 572. 
32 Van Reijen, ‘Spinoza’s opvattingen over democratie en tolerantie’, p. 163-164. 
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   Finally, it should be noted that the idea of libertas philosophandi is not explicitly discussed 

in the Political Treatise. One could maintain that the idea of moral freedom expressed here, 

which is the same as in the rest of Spinoza’s works, just implies the need of the negative 

freedom of the Theological-Political Treatise. This hypothesis is supported by Spinoza’s 

remark in the Political Treatise that ‘no one can surrender his faculty of judgment.’33 This 

remark seems to imply that the expression of one’s judgments should not be hindered either. 

Nonetheless, as we have seen in chapter 2, the Political Treatise shows a slight shift in its 

attentions, compared with the Theological-Political Treatise. Although we concluded that 

there was no fundamental theoretical shift, we observed that there was more attention to the 

role of the passions in the political process, along with a reduced belief in the rational powers 

of the masses. Rice suggests a possible historical cause for this change in emphasis, namely 

the murder of the De Witt brothers: ‘Repelled by the mob, its cruelty and irrationality, it was 

only natural that Spinoza’s moving phrases in defence of democracy should now be tempered 

by a realization of the dangers of democratic agitation.’34 Spinoza may thus have developed 

the idea that the freedom of expression should have stricter limits than the limits he defended 

at the time of the Theological-Political Treatise. 

 

Spinoza’s notion of political freedom: an overview  

Considering the complexity of Spinoza’s notion of political freedom, we conclude this 

chapter with an overview of the elements that constitute the notion. All these elements, we 

have observed, are closely intertwined. In Spinoza’s positive notion of political freedom, we 

can distinguish between a basic kind of freedom, which lies in a state of peace, and an 

advanced kind of freedom, which lies in the collective rational development, or moral 

freedom, of a people. The notion of peace can again be subdivided in security and basic 

harmony, i.e. a willing obedience of the law. This means that, once peace is established, one 

may speak of an effectively functioning society, in which people are both safe and 

cooperative. At times, Spinoza designates such a condition as the purpose of the state, which 

gives us reason to speak of it as the basic realization of political freedom. Yet a state that 

realizes a fair amount of peace, and nothing but this, is only partly a free state. If such a state 

were already truly free, then a man could be considered free as a citizen and yet at the same 

time be enslaved to his passions as a private person, and thus essentially be unfree. For 
                                                 
33 Political Treatise, ch. 3, par. 8, p. 692. 
34 Rice, ‘Piety and Philosophical Freedom in Spinoza’, p. 193. 
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Spinoza, this is a poor account of political freedom. In a state that realizes full political 

freedom, he shows, peace is the intermediate purpose that serves the higher purpose of 

collective moral freedom. Only in a state where a development towards moral freedom takes 

place, is the outward harmony of an effectively functioning society combined with the inward 

harmony of rationality that makes a people truly free. Moreover, increasing inward harmony 

also has a positive effect on the outward harmony in a state. As citizens become more rational 

and freer, they will become more reliable in commercial and social relations. A morally free 

citizen does not obey the law primarily with his own specific interests in view – which would 

bring him easily into conflict with his fellow citizens – but with the common good in view. 

Thus, although Spinoza’s positive notion of political freedom is layered, it is not a fragmented 

notion. Peace and moral freedom are mutually dependent; the one aspect of political freedom 

cannot be fully realized without the other.  

   In our discussion of Spinoza’s negative notion of political freedom, we observed that it has 

a twofold relation to the positive task that is attributed to the state in the spread of moral 

freedom. In the first place, the plea for the libertas philosophandi limits the state’s task rather 

strictly. The domain of rational discussion must not be regulated by the state. Only in an open 

intellectual climate can rational, and thus moral, progress be made. Nevertheless, the need for 

such a climate implies that the negative notion of freedom does not only have a limiting role, 

but also a constructive role regarding a politics of freedom. If a sovereign is truly concerned 

with the moral well-being of his subjects, then he must take the libertas philosophandi 

seriously. This does not only mean that he has to withhold himself from infringing upon this 

freedom, but also that he has to create and maintain a public sphere where this freedom can be 

practised. For Spinoza, the presence of negative freedom in a state is a conditio sine qua non 

for positive freedom. These notions do therefore not primarily oppose, but complement each 

other.  

   We have now arrived at a coherent account of Spinoza’s view of political freedom. The 

view’s coherence, however, does not mean that the realization of political freedom is 

unproblematic, as we will see in the next chapter. 
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5. Spinoza’s politics of freedom explored 

 
In this chapter, we will look more closely at the state’s active, sustaining role in the move 

towards collective freedom. We will focus on a discussion of the limiting roles which both 

Spinoza’s negative notion of freedom and his realist, sometimes stark view of human nature 

play in, what may be called, his politics of freedom. How much room remains for such a 

politics in the light of this discussion? 

 

5.1 The state and the path to moral freedom 
A rational order, tending to an ever-increasing rationality 

Since it is perfectly rational and harmonious, a community of sages does not need a political 

order to persist. Insofar as such a community is the model according to which Spinoza’s 

politics moulds society, therefore, politics will become more and more superfluous while 

realizing its own ideal.1 However, even more than the ideal of the free man, the ideal of a 

community of free men is a model to which we may collectively strive, but which we cannot 

even remotely approach. Human nature is such that it cannot do without a political order that 

guides its behaviour by means of a system of law, backed up by the threat of punishment in 

case of breach. This is the basic role of the state. In this role, it provides the peace and 

security necessary for the development of the rational faculties. Now the question is whether 

the state does more for this development than just providing the basic conditions.  

   According to Matheron, its role does not reach much further: ‘L’Etat libéral, sans être une 

machine à faire des sages, nous préparerait du moins á la sagesse.’2 The state can do a lot to 

better the condition of its subjects, Matheron thinks. There is a great qualitative difference 

between a primitive state and a fully developed one. In a developed state, he points out, there 

is harmony among people’s desires.3 Economical as well as ideological conflicts have been 

overcome. People act in good faith and loyalty. They cooperate by exchanging goods and 
                                                 
1 Analogously to the model of the free man at the individual level – which we have discussed in chapter 3 – we 

could speak of the model of a community of free men at the collective level. Since such a community must 
be realized through a democracy – which allows for the most freedom for men – we can, with Balibar, speak 
of the democracy as ‘the “truth” of every political order, in relation to which the internal consistency, causes 
and ultimate tendencies of their constitutions can be assessed (Balibar, p. 33).’ 

2 Matheron, p. 519. Note that Den Uyl, in a later work, denies even the existence of such indirect political 
perfectionism in Spinoza (God, Man, and Well-Being, p. 16).  

3 Matheron, p. 506. 
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services. They discuss calmly in order to come to pragmatic solutions for political problems. 

Their passions have calmed down and favour the expansion of reason rather than oppose it.4 

According to Matheron, however, this is where the role of the Spinozist state ends. Its 

mechanisms make people behave in an outwardly rational fashion, by directing their passions 

in the right direction. The state ‘nous prépare à devenir raisonnables, et, en attendant, il nous 

détermine à agir comme si nous l’étions déjà.’5 The state opens the path to moral freedom, 

without being itself able to provide this freedom for its citizens. Once citizens are ready, they 

can start on the path, but independently, autonomously. However, a new community is 

awaiting them there; the community of those who collectively seek to fulfil their rational 

potential. Of course, this community does not stand in isolation from the state. It seeks to 

share its insights with citizens who still live mainly in the realm of the passions.6 Moreover, 

Matheron observes, the world in which the rational man lives has not suddenly changed. Due 

to external causes beyond his control, he is still confronted with smaller and greater 

annoyances in his daily life.7 He is able to confront these annoyances with wisdom, it is true, 

but not so much so that he never falls back to passionate responses. However, he may 

approach the ideal of being free of the passions more and more. Insofar as a man comes to 

develop ideas of the third kind of knowledge, he is in a firm state of mind, hardly troubled any 

longer by his interactions with other modes.8 He regards his essence as being part of the 

essence of God, that is, he is conscious of the eternity of his essence. God does not regard our 

essence as an individual thing, but in conjunction with all other essences of his modes. All 

modes form part of the eternal and infinite understanding of God. This brings Matheron to the 

‘possibilité d’un enlargissement indéfini de la béatitude interhumaine.’9 Such an enlargement 

is not restricted to a privileged group, but can be extended to the whole of humanity. We all 

form part of God’s infinite mind; we only have to show this to our fellow humans: ‘Plus leur 

âmes fusionneront avec la notre dans la contemplation des mêmes essences, plus nous 

formerons tous ensemble un même esprit, plus nous goûterons cette gloire parfaite qui exclut 

l’altérité.’10 The wise man partakes in social life and tries to spread peace and harmony, to be 

                                                 
4 Matheron, p. 512. 
5 Ibid. p. 513. 
6 Ibid. p. 531. 
7 Ibid. p. 532-33. 
8 Ibid. p. 583 ff. 
9 Ibid. p. 610. 
10 Ibid. p. 611. 
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sure, but he does so with a higher-order, meta-historical purpose in view, namely a 

communisme des esprits.11  

   The horizon sketched by Matheron is infinite and lies far beyond the boundaries of the state. 

Indeed, a humanity united in amor Dei intellectualis no longer needs a system of law in order 

to behave in a morally right way. As we have observed, however, the community of sages 

may serve as a model for collective life, but is not a real possibility. The human passions 

cannot be wholly overcome, neither in the case of a collective, nor in that of an individual. 

The state’s task of checking and redirecting the passions will therefore never be completed. 

However, this does not exclude a development towards some collective rationality. Now the 

question is whether the state’s task in this possible development lies merely in preparing 

citizens for a rational life by giving them the right passionate disposition, as Matheron thinks, 

or whether their life under the laws of the state may really enhance their rationality. After all, 

Spinoza speaks of rational freedom as the purpose of the state, as we have seen in chapter 4. 

This seems to imply that such freedom is something that is truly part of the state; that that 

state is freest whose citizens are most rational. In the model of Spinoza’s politics described by 

Matheron, the state is free insofar as its laws and policy prepare citizens adequately for 

freedom – that is, insofar as its citizens act as if they were rational, not insofar as they are 

truly rational. If its citizens nonetheless do not develop their faculty of reason much, this has 

no influence on the extent to which we may call the state free. If we would accept Matheron’s 

view, then, political freedom would only be a precondition for moral freedom. There would 

be no overlap between the two.  

   In order to see why Matheron’s view is incorrect, we need to return to the question of the 

state’s origin, which we have discussed in chapter 2. We have seen there that Matheron and 

Den Uyl think of the coming into existence of the state as a passionate process; as something 

that happens gradually, without a rational concern for our future good. In their view, the state 

is initially merely concerned with balancing and redirecting our passions. For Den Uyl, reason 

comes to play a role in the course of time, but only as a means of securing peace. He agrees 

with Matheron that a moral-rational development along the line of the Ethics falls wholly 

outside the sphere of politics. Our conclusion in chapter 2 that reason – understood as the 

capacity to perceive necessary relations between things, culminating in knowledge of the 

second kind – has from the outset a central role in the formation of a state, on the other hand, 

                                                 
11 Matheron, p. 612. 
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provides the state with a strong dynamics. Certainly, the state will have to bring man’s 

passions in check in order to create peace and security. However, reason’s role in this process 

is not merely that of an instrumental means to peace. The checking of the passions on a 

collective scale forms part of the broader, moral function of reason. So far as a people’s 

decision to submit to a sovereign is grounded in rational deliberation, therefore, so far is this a 

step in their individual and collective self-realization towards free beings. Full consciousness 

of the importance of their step must be lacking initially, since one cannot overlook the 

outcome of a rational process from the outset. Like the conatus of individual humans, the 

conatus that underlies the state can only slowly progress from confused, inadequate ideas to 

clear, adequate ideas. In the state’s early development, therefore, rational deliberation must be 

aimed primarily at down-to-earth goods such as security, basic harmony, shelter, food, and so 

on. Nonetheless, the stage is set for the state as a rational order that tends to an ever-

increasing rationality.12 All rational contractors partake, as best as they can, in the design and 

further development of this order. The rational order of the state is not something that is 

merely imposed upon them; they have deliberately chosen to being subjected to it. The laws 

of the state that a people jointly construe make them obedient at moments of weakness, and 

constantly guide those who are rationally less gifted. There is a mutual effect here. Due to 

their being guided by the law people become more and more rational, which leads them to an 

ever more rational design of the state’s institutions and laws.  

   At a certain moment, reason outgrows its instrumental stage and sets itself the higher aim of 

moral freedom. This transition takes place in individuals, but may also be reflected in the 

institutions and policy of the state. The spread of moral freedom may come to form a part of, 

or the culmination of, the task the state sets itself: to elevate those who are still passionate and 

to bring to greater heights those who have already reached a certain level of moral freedom. 

As Della Rocca puts it: ‘The activity of free individuals and the activity of a free state 

harmonize and reverberate in an ever-increasing fashion.’13 Someone who has achieved a high 

level of moral freedom does not only profit from this personally, but enhances the freedom of 

the collective mind that guides the state. He may pull his fellow citizens with him in his desire 

                                                 
12 My reading of Spinoza here is inspired by Smith: ‘The contract serves not just the primary end of achieving 

security of person and property, but the higher-order goal of attaining morality and a kind of rational freedom 
among citizens (p. 141).’ Smith seems to suggest that the goal of moral freedom is present from the start. 
This is questionable, but it certainly arises at some (later) stage. 

13 Della Rocca, p. 215. 
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to know things by the third kind of knowledge. The ‘highest possible contentment of mind’14 

that arises from this knowledge is a powerful affect that comes to guide him, and may 

indirectly come to guide a people as a whole, thus leading to an ever greater convergence of 

minds. This idea of a union of minds in Spinoza’s politics is an important indication that 

Matheron and Den Uyl are wrong in separating the practice of the state and the pursuit of 

moral freedom: ‘(…) this union of minds could in no way be conceived unless the chief aim 

of the commonwealth is identical with that which sound reason teaches us is for the good of 

all men.’15 We can conclude, with Balibar, that ‘the theory of the “body politic” is neither a 

straightforward “physics” of power, nor a psychological analysis of the submission of the 

masses, nor a method for formalising a juridical order, but the search for a strategy of 

collective liberation, whose guiding motto would be as many as possible thinking as much as 

possible.’16  

 

Positive and negative freedom: striking a balance 

We now need to devote some more words to the negative notion of freedom we described in 

the previous chapter. There we observed that, according to Spinoza, advanced moral 

development is best served if the state takes an attitude of non-interference in rational 

discussion. In the model developed subsequently in the present chapter, we nonetheless 

attributed an important active role to the state in moral development. One might ask whether 

this is compatible with Spinoza’s plea for non-interference. We already granted that the state 

must assume a certain paternalistic role in the basic stages of rational development. In 

general, men need laws in order to behave lastingly in a moral way. Slowly, men may 

internalise the rational deliberations behind these laws. Compelled obedience thus changes 

into willing obedience. Now men may become willingly obedient in different gradations, and 

even those who are quite willing can be enticed to give in to behaviour that the law forbids. 

The role of the state as law enforcer and moral educator thus never ceases to exist. Only sages 

can live well without any external pressure at all.  

   The question is in how far the state plays a part in the moral development of citizens beyond 

mere willing obedience. In the first place, then, it should be noted that a system of law is 

never finished. Remember that we described the process of rational development as a 

                                                 
14 EVp27.  
15 Political Treatise, ch. 3, par. 7, p. 692. 
16 Balibar, p. 98. 
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dynamic process, in which there is a mutually enhancing effect between individuals and the 

laws and institutions of a state. As Spinoza gives no explicit description of this process, let us 

now consider how it might look in practice. Well, we can imagine that, when a state is in its 

beginning stages, an individual or group of individuals separates itself from the rationality 

that guides the state, and develops a more comprehensive, more ‘enlightened’ view of the 

world and human nature. This development could for example relate to the position of slaves 

and women,17 or to the righteousness of certain punishments for certain unlawful acts. In time, 

these ideas may become more widely shared, and so eventually the moment may come that 

they are incorporated into the state’s laws. Such incorporation leads to an even greater group 

of individuals that comes to act upon these insights, primarily unwillingly, perhaps, but 

eventually more and more willingly. The law is thus not a merely static set of principles that 

remains relevant due to man’s inveterate passionate nature only, but also a dynamic force that 

can bring a people to increasing levels of civilization. As this dynamic force, it both follows 

and pulls the rational development of citizens. New laws may come into existence after a 

discussion that arose exactly because the state allowed its citizens to think freely. As such, the 

state can be regarded as a means through which the rational elite help the rationally less 

progressed to develop their own rationality. Before new ideas are finally incorporated into the 

law, however, they will in general be quite widely shared. If this is the case, then the state is 

not really interfering with the moral lives of its citizens, but rather following them in their 

own moral development. Nonetheless, the development of the law’s rationality has a 

stabilizing effect on future collective rational life, and is thus also an active force in human 

development. For example, the prohibition of discrimination by law in our present time forms 

a continuous reminder of the danger and irrationality of discriminative ideas for those who 

tend to develop such ideas. 

   Now there are many vices that do not lend themselves so well to correction by the law. 

People will keep envying the success of others; they will remain unfaithful in their 

relationships; they will keep drinking more than is healthy for them. Spinoza is clear in his 

rejection of legal state-interference with private vices that do not form a threat for the state’s 

security: ‘How many are the evils that arise from dissipation, envy, avarice, drunkenness and 

the like? Yet we tolerate these, because although they are in reality vices they cannot be 

                                                 
17 Spinoza himself excludes these groups from full citizenship, as we have seen (Political Treatise, ch. 11, par. 3, 

p. 753). If the development of freedom is truly central to his politics, however, these exclusions must be open 
to reconsideration.   
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prohibited by legal enactment.’18 This rejection, taken together with the rejection of 

interference in rational discussion, must bring us to the conclusion that Spinoza only allows 

for a limited level of direct, legal interference by the sovereign with the lives of his citizens. 

The law cannot make them sages, and it should not try to do so either, because ‘he who seeks 

to regulate everything by law will aggravate vices rather than correct them.’19 The severely 

passionate can only better themselves truly through their own rational insight, not through 

external pressure. Those who have a rational disposition must be left alone, so that they can 

develop themselves as they like. Certain new ideals and insights can be incorporated into the 

law in order to correct people, as we have seen, but this advance of the law’s rationality 

cannot cover the whole sphere of human life. A man can only become truly free if the state 

allows him to pursue his own course, whether it be in the wrong or right direction from a 

moral point of view.20   

   Although the state has thus a limited active role in the moral development of its citizens, 

this role is nonetheless essential. When the laws and institutions of a state are truly guided by 

a spirit of rationality, this is an important stimulation for citizens to lead their lives in the 

same spirit. If the sovereign seeks to develop a tolerant rather than a repressive climate, 

citizens will use the tools so provided to build upon this open, free climate. This development 

is in an important sense collective, but no longer directly guided by the laws of the state. 

Spinoza’s political works merely suggest such a development; for a more elaborate account of 

it we need to turn to the Ethics. As we have seen in chapter 3 of this thesis, the most useful 

thing a man can wish for is another man who is guided by reason.21 Only through the 

interaction with other rationally minded men can we perfect our own rational nature. This is 

not an elitist matter for intellectuals, but a movement that concerns a society, or, eventually, 

even humanity as a whole: ‘The good with which every man who pursues virtue aims at for 

himself he will also desire for the rest of mankind.’22 A man who reaches a state of wisdom 

                                                 
18 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 20, p. 569. 
19 Ibid. p. 569. 
20 Also see West, ‘Spinoza on Positive Freedom’. He considers Spinoza’s moral philosophy an exception to the 

rule that theories of positive freedom – especially Hegel’s and Marx’, but even Kant’s – tend to paternalism. 
In Spinoza, West states, ‘there can be no paternalistic justification for attempting to impose understanding on 
the individual, because such an imposition can only increase the passivity of the one subjected to it and must 
inevitably fail to encourage the practice of her self-understanding (p. 295).’ Although West overlooks the 
paternalistic dimension of the state in man’s early moral development, he is right in his claim that true 
freedom can never be imposed upon individuals, so that the state must be modest in its role as moral 
educator.  

21 E4p35c1. 
22 E4p37. 
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loses all contempt for his more passionate fellow humans, and seeks to involve them as much 

as he can in his own pursuit of wisdom. His aims are thereby not merely directed to lofty 

philosophical issues that lie beyond the direct interest of the state, however, because he 

realizes that a life in the state makes him more free: ‘The man who is guided by reason is 

more free in a state where he lives under a system of law than in solitude where [he] only 

obeys himself.’23 This may partly be so because a secure state allows him to live a quiet, 

philosophical life, but it is most importantly so because he also ‘desires to take account of the 

life and the good of the community.’24 A free man seeks to connect himself as much as he can 

with the community he lives in, because he knows that this is essential for his own and the 

community’s well-being. He does not only seek connections that lead to the direct rational 

advancement of the community, but he will try to fulfil a versatile role – for ‘that which so 

disposes the human body that it can be affected in more ways, or which renders it capable of 

affecting external bodies in more ways, is advantageous to man (…).’25 Only through leading 

an intellectually as well as practically active life we develop our full potential as human 

beings, and hence our freedom.  

   One can only lead a truly free life in a free community, we can conclude once more. The 

rational individual and the rational community enhance one another’s rationality. Matheron, 

we have seen, describes a similar process of collective advancement. However, he only allows 

for an indirect role of the state in this process. The laws of the state prepare citizens for 

rationality, Matheron thinks, but do not make them truly rational – the development of 

rational life itself takes place beyond the state. My interpretation of Spinoza’s politics contests 

that of Matheron in a twofold way. In the first place, I have shown the possibility of a 

development in the rationality of the state’s laws and institutions that mirrors the development 

of the people. There is thus a mutual enhancement between law and citizens. Citizens are not 

merely passively undergoing the incitements of the law, while the law does in turn not remain 

unchanged under the activity of the citizens that are placed under it. In the second place, I 

have shown that rational development, insofar as it takes place, necessarily concerns a 

community as a whole. It is not merely a private matter, because it influences all citizens to 

some extent. All rational development, in other words, influences the collective mind that 

guides a people. The more this mind is guided by reason, the more this mind is a true unity. 

                                                 
23 E4p73. 
24 E4p73d. 
25 E4p38. 
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Now the right of the state is determined by the right of a people, guided as if by one mind.26 

As we have seen, the more rational a man is, the more powerful he is, and the more right he 

consequently possesses. Analogously, the collective mind that is most guided by reason is 

most powerful and has the most right. Consequently, the collective rational development of a 

people determines the power of a state. A state with good laws but with little rational 

development is not equally powerful as a state with similar laws but with a higher level of 

rational development. This is easy to see if one thinks of the level of stability that exists in 

both cases. If people merely act as if they are rational, they will more easily give in to 

antisocial passions at moments when they have the chance to do so without incurring a great 

risk of punishment. This risk is smaller in a state that has a relatively high level of rational 

development, because its citizens are less vulnerable for passionate enticements. The moral 

level of a people must thus clearly be a political concern, because it determines politics 

through and through. Although, at a certain moment, rational development necessarily passes 

beyond the direct influence of politics, it never loses its close connection with politics. 

Collective moral freedom is therefore not something for which a state merely provides the 

conditions, but truly the culmination of political freedom. Due to the necessity of private 

initiative for the realization of this positive freedom, it does not clash with Spinoza’s negative 

notion of freedom, namely his plea for the freedom to philosophise.      

 

With Spinoza, we have now reached a vision of politics that goes well beyond the mere 

maintenance of a power equilibrium. Although the concern for such an equilibrium often 

dominates Spinoza’s political writings, a combined reading of these writings with the Ethics 

compels us to conclude that there is much more to his politics. The Theological-Political 

Treatise and the Political Treatise posit moral freedom as a central concern of politics, 

whereas the Ethics shows us the mechanisms along which collective liberation may be 

realised. Now the question is to what extent we can approach the ideal. Is there any real 

ground for even a remote approach of a community of free men in Spinoza’s realist, 

sometimes almost illusionless view of human (social) life? In the next part of this chapter we 

shall take a closer look at this deep contrast, and seek to come to some final considerations 

regarding Spinoza’s politics of freedom.  

 

                                                 
26 Political Treatise, ch. 3, par. 2, p. 690. 
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5.2 Realism and perfectionism in Spinoza’s politics 
The opening chapter of the Political Treatise seems to undermine the view of Spinoza’s 

politics we have just developed. In it, he strongly criticizes the high-mindedness of the 

political philosophers that have preceded him:  

 

Philosophers look upon the passions by which we are assailed as vices. So it is their custom to 

deride, bewail, berate them, or, if their purpose is to appear more zealous than others, to 

execrate them. They believe that they are thus performing a sacred duty, and that they are 

attaining the summit of wisdom when they have learnt how to shower extravagant praise on a 

human nature that nowhere exists and to revile that which exists in actuality. The fact is that 

they conceive men not as they are, but as they would like them to be.27     

 

Spinoza takes the utmost care not to make the same mistake in his own political enquiry: 

 

(…) in order to enquire into matters relevant to this brand of knowledge in the same unfettered 

spirit as is habitually shown in mathematical studies, I have taken great care not to deride, 

bewail, or execrate human actions, but to understand them. So I have regarded human affects 

such as love, hatred, anger, envy, pride, pity, and other agitations of the mind not as vices of 

human nature but as properties pertaining to it in the same way as heat, cold, storm, thunder, 

and such pertain to the nature of the atmosphere. These things, though troublesome, are 

inevitable, and have definite causes through which we try to understand their nature. And the 

mind derives as much enjoyment in contemplating them aright as from the knowledge of 

things that are pleasing to the senses.28  

 

Through his careful analysis of the passions, Spinoza is fully aware of the dangers inherent to 

collective life: ‘The mob [vulgus] is fearsome, if it does not fear.’29 The minds of men have to 

be guided, because, when left to their own devices, they will take directions that promise 

nothing but strife, disorder and hate. The masses are most easily and directly dominated by 

making them fear. However, true stability only arises if they are subsequently directed beyond 

fear, towards a true harmony of minds. Now the question is how far Spinoza transgresses his 

                                                 
27 Political Treatise, ch. 1, sect. 1, p. 680. 
28 Ibid. sect. 4, p. 681. 
29 EIVp54s. 
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realist starting point in politics here. Does he not end up with a politics that expects more of 

humans than they are capable of?  

 

Sorell’s critique of Spinoza’s politics of freedom 

According to one commentator, Tom Sorell, Spinoza’s politics suffers from a fundamental 

instability. He maintains that Spinoza’s description of human nature cannot go together with 

his political perfectionism: ‘(…) either political freedom parts company with ethical freedom, 

in which case his politics, while realistic, may not have the kind of demonstrative basis he 

sometimes claims for it, or else political freedom and ethical freedom do go together, in which 

case we do not have a theory that clearly takes people as they are. By trying to have it both 

ways, Spinoza produces a political philosophy whose fault lines are close to the surface.’30 

Thus, Sorell’s claim is that Spinoza, when he links political and moral freedom, breaks with 

his promise to describe men as they are and to develop a political philosophy accordingly. 

Sorell points out that Spinoza’s initial description of human nature is much like Hobbes’s, 

namely as naturally warlike, due to the passions that are dominant in all but a few people.31 

Whereas Hobbes, being consistent to this view, considers security and ease to be the most we 

may hope for in a state, Spinoza comes up with a theory that is ‘a far cry from Hobbes’.32 

Now to Sorell’s observation we may object that it goes too far in equating the views of human 

nature of both philosophers. Contrary to Hobbes, Spinoza considers the human passions to 

lead to both discord and concord, although passionate concord is necessarily unstable. The 

state of nature may therefore be unpleasant and at times warlike, but it is not a state of war of 

‘every man against every man.’33 Men cooperate, because ‘they find solitary life scarcely 

endurable.’34 Still, all of this does not take away the fact that Spinoza’s political project must 

be called at least ambitious, considering his not altogether un-Hobbesian view of human 

nature. 

   Sorell’s central claim is that, considering Spinoza’s psychology, the state just cannot make 

humans rational and free.35 Insofar as men are able to partake in a social contract, he argues, 

they have to be rational. This means that rationality can assert itself in the state of nature, at 

                                                 
30 Sorell, ‘Spinoza’s unstable politics of freedom’, p. 148.  
31 Ibid. p. 151. 
32 Ibid. p. 150. 
33 Hobbes, ch. 13, p. 88.  
34 EIVp35s. 
35 Sorell, p. 151 ff. 
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least in some men, and is thus not a purpose the contractors can have in mind for themselves 

by establishing a political order. If men are capable of some rationality in the state of nature, 

Sorell implies here, then they must also be able to become fully rational in the state of nature. 

The rational might have another purpose for the contract, he continues, namely the rational 

development of those who are still fully passionate. However, the latter are, according to 

Sorell’s reading of Spinoza, wholly incapable of any form of rational behaviour. This brings 

him to the conclusion that the state is neither necessary nor sufficient for putting people under 

the rule of reason.36 The rational gain no advantage from entering the state, whereas the 

passionate are doomed to remain in their miserable condition of bondage, state or no state. 

The problem with this reading of Spinoza, it seems to me, is that it suffers from too 

dichotomous an interpretation of his view of human nature. According to Sorell, Spinoza 

considers humans to be either rational and self-sufficient, or passionate and inescapably so. 

As I have argued in chapter 2, however, being mainly passionate does not mean that one 

cannot be led by a spark of reason from time to time – just enough to see the advantage of 

living in a state and to submit oneself to it subsequently. Likewise, someone who is quite 

rational can hardly become so strong that he is able to master his passions fully, and thus to 

overcome fully the need of being led by a system of law. In the state of nature, mastering 

one’s passions is certainly excluded, since man will have to take so much care of his basic 

needs that his rational development must remain at a very low level. If we now suppose that 

no human is either wholly passionate or wholly rational, and that the state of nature confines 

all humans, then it makes sense for all to join the contract for their own good. The possibility 

of, and need for such a contract are thus clearly there. However, it remains to be seen whether 

the contract is not too ambitious. Should it not largely stick to its role of controlling the 

passions externally, instead of aiming to transform citizens to rational creatures? 

    

The development of a basic rational disposition 

Spinoza often points to the life of most humans as necessarily passionate. It is a mistake to 

believe that ‘ordinary people or those who are busily engaged in public business can be 

persuaded to live solely at reason’s behest.’37 Still, some moral betterment is never wholly 

excluded. This betterment can take place at the passionate level; not all passionate lives are 

equally harmful. In the Ethics, for example, Spinoza states: ‘As men seldom live according to 
                                                 
36 Sorell, p. 153. 
37 Political Treatise, ch. 1, sect. 5, p. 682. 
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the dictates of reason, these two affects, humility and repentance, and also hope and fear, 

bring more advantage than harm; and thus, if sin we must, it is better to sin in their 

direction.’38 Humble and repentant behaviour points to a weakness of character, to be sure, 

but this weakness is better than the weakness of the proud, ‘who are ashamed of nothing and 

afraid of nothing’.39 Living under the law tempers man’s extreme passions, since extreme 

behaviour can be punished when it harms other people. The law is an equalizer of men, and 

thus humbles those who think of themselves as better than others. In this role, the state is 

already more than a mere repressive force. It may also change man’s inner attitudes, which 

truly makes them better people. Nevertheless, to be humble and obedient is to be led by 

irrational thoughts. Although it protects men from the miseries which extreme behaviour 

might bring, it still leaves them in a sad state of mind, for ‘humility is pain arising from a 

man’s contemplation of his own impotence, or weakness.’40 Passionate moral betterment, 

then, does not make people truly freer. Nonetheless, the transition from pride to humility 

prepares them for real freedom. In this inner change, religion also fulfils a pivotal role, as 

Spinoza shows in the Theological-Political Treatise. Religion ‘requires not so much true 

dogmas as pious dogmas, that is, such as move the heart to obedience (...).’41 In order to 

produce piety, religion must be stripped of all kinds of superstition. Spinoza therefore 

proposes a universal religion, which central tenet of faith runs as follows: ‘(...) that there is a 

Supreme Being who loves justice and charity, whom all must obey in order to be saved, and 

must worship by practising justice and charity to their neighbour.’42 Since the power over 

religious matters is vested in the sovereign,43 he can use religion – next to the law – as a 

means to a more harmonious society. Like humility, the affects produced by religion are 

passive, because they derive from an unclear understanding of God’s true nature. Since these 

passions cause a social disposition, however, humans who are subjected to them ‘can be far 

more readily induced than others to live by the guidance of reason in the end, that is, to 

become free men and enjoy the life of the blessed.’44 Moreover, some rationality already 

shimmers in the largely imaginative framework of the universal religion. Its concept of God 

may not be truly adequate, yet it is more adequate than that of the superstitious. Consequently, 
                                                 
38 EIVp54s. 
39 EIVp54s. 
40 EIII definition of the affects 26. 
41 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 14, p. 516. 
42 Ibid. p. 517. 
43 Ibid. ch. 19.  
44 EIVp54s. 
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the passions that the God of the universal religion evokes are more rational – though not yet 

active affects – than the passions of the superstitious. Again, we see here that reason does not 

radically oppose the passions, but interacts with, and slowly emerges from, the passions. 

Certain passions stimulate the use of reason; subsequently, reason may transform these 

passions into more active affects.    

   Despite this continuity between passivity and activity, the step from the to a large extent 

only outwardly rational behaviour of the humble and pious to the life of the blessed is huge, 

and seems difficult to make if one wants to remain true to human nature as it is. But as in the 

case of every large step, we should be looking for smaller steps that might help to bridge the 

distance that will have to be covered. Since most humans are capable of joining the contract 

by means of some basic rational deliberation, we may assume that the moral betterment of 

citizens can from the outset also lie in rational betterment, next to passionate betterment. In 

protecting citizens from giving in too wildly to their passions, the sovereign can help them to 

live up to the rational ideals that induced them to enter the state. By correcting their passions, 

the state makes people act lastingly in the rational fashion that the feebleness of their 

rationality cannot account for in its own right. Due to their becoming calmer, people are in a 

better position to use their faculty of reason. No longer driven hither and thither by extreme 

passions, they may find the rest to focus on the true good. Against the passionate background 

of humble obedience, then, reason may indeed find ways to assert itself more strongly in men. 

In its initial stages, man’s development of reason will be towards a willing obedience of the 

law. This happens when he comes to understand that the state is directed towards the 

promotion of his interests and that of his fellow citizens.45 When still in a strong passionate 

state of mind, the rational good may not be what a man wishes to pursue. As long as he is in 

such a state of mind, therefore, he may experience his life under the law as slavery. By being 

constantly forced to live outwardly in a rational fashion, however, a man may internalise the 

reasons that the state gives for making this behaviour obligatory. Especially when the 

sovereign takes pains to communicate these reasons clearly, they can have an educating 

function with respect to his subjects.46 Steadily, they may turn from humans who act as if they 

were rational into humans who truly act rationally. Of course, very few will be wholly cured 

                                                 
45 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 531. 
46 Susan James compares the role of the sovereign to that of the prophet, because the sovereign has to 

communicate a rational message in a way that appeals to the largely passionate, imaginative background 
against which all men to a larger or lesser extent live. See James, ‘Democracy and the Good Life in 
Spinoza’s Philosophy’. 
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from being urged by strong, anti-social passions from time to time. All men are subjected to 

many external forces, and therefore necessarily passive to a large extent. By stimulating both 

their peace-oriented passions and their faculty of reason, however, life under a system of law 

can guide men far from their uncultivated dispositions in the state of nature.   

   Sorell admits that such development might be possible,47 and thereby weakens his initial 

claim of the fundamental instability of Spinoza’s politics of freedom. Spinoza’s view of 

human nature, we can thus agree, does not exclude any rational betterment for the masses. 

However, so far we can only speak of moral freedom in quite a weak sense. In many cases, 

the reasons men have for being obedient will be merely instrumental. They obey because they 

see that this gives them the space to pursue their individual desires in rest. These desires often 

conflict, so that their pursuit cannot go together with a true unity of minds. As we have seen, 

our conatus tend to converge only when we start directing ourselves to the highest good. 

Then, we no longer desire to attain things that others cannot have. Reason then ceases to be an 

instrument of the passions, which so often push it onwards to the pursuit of ever more finite 

objects. Only when people learn to use their faculty of reason in this way, they become truly 

free. Surely, the rational incitements of the state will lead a few to look beyond the finite and 

temporal. However – and this is where Sorell has an important point – we are still far from the 

picture, sometimes suggested by Spinoza, in which the state succeeds in directing the 

collective towards the God of the Ethics, that is, beyond their individual desires and 

preoccupations.  

    

Collective moral freedom 

There is indeed a certain tension between reality and ideal in Spinoza’s politics. He 

sometimes appears to be ‘trying to have it both ways’, as Sorell puts it.48 Now the question is 

whether this really makes his politics incoherent and unstable. Spinoza’s attention to rational 

freedom in his politics is in itself consistent with his psychological and ethical principles. 

Human psychology is a complex phenomenon, we have observed, in which both the force of 

passion and that of reason are at work. Although people are in general more led by their 

passions, some basic rational development lies within everyone’s reach. True moral freedom 

may remain limited to a small group of men with a strong rational inclination, but Spinoza 

does not exclude that some modest development towards such freedom is attainable for more. 
                                                 
47 Sorell, p. 162. 
48 Ibid. p. 148. 
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Especially in a harmonious, rational surrounding, many people will be stimulated to use their 

faculty of reason as much as lies in their power. Spinoza’s stress on the importance of such a 

surrounding in the Ethics makes it only natural that he incorporates the spread of moral 

freedom as a part of his politics. If Sorell’s critique is to make sense, therefore, it must reach 

further than Spinoza’s politics alone, and concern his psychological and social views in their 

entirety.49  

   Throughout the Ethics, we find the contrast between man’s strong passionate inclinations 

and his possibilities if he sets himself the task of developing his faculty of reason. Illustrative 

of this contrast are the titles of parts IV and V, namely Of Human Bondage, or the Strength of 

the Affects and Of the Power of the Intellect, or of Human Freedom. Central to Spinoza’s 

moral philosophy is an analysis of the limitations and possibilities of human nature. Only if 

we come to understand the strength of the passions and their detrimental effect on our well-

being, can we come to master them – to some extent – and so to live a virtuous life. Spinoza’s 

moral analysis is similar to that of the Stoics, who have also been accused of putting extreme 

demands on human beings. However, the Stoics really thought that it is possible, though very 

difficult, to become free of the passions and live a fully rational life.50 It is therefore important 

to note that Spinoza’s philosophy is not only, in some sense, a reworking of Stoicism,51 but 

also a critique of the Stoic moral ideal. In the preface to part V of the Ethics, Spinoza 

mentions the Stoics and attributes to them, justifiably then, the idea that ‘the affects depend 

absolutely on our will, and that we can have absolute command over them.’52 Spinoza himself 

not only excludes our total dominion over the passions, as we have seen in chapter 3, but also 

points to the constructive role the passions play in our lives. They are to be corrected rather 

than to be overcome, so that they may contribute to the good life. Thus the tension in 

Spinoza’s moral philosophy does not point – as, perhaps, in the case of the Stoics – to an 

incoherence. Yes, his project is ambitious, but it never loses touch with the weaknesses of 

                                                 
49 Sorell (p. 164-165) regards Spinoza’s ethics as perfectionist and his politics as a basically non-perfectionist 

politics that seeks to incorporate the perfectionism of the ethics. Sorell thus misses the point that the tension, 
or contrast, he observes in the politics is also present in the ethics, as I will show in the next paragraph. 

50 See e.g. Seneca, Ad Lucilium epistulae morales, 117, p. 336. He acknowledges that we seldom reach the Stoic 
ideal, but not because we are incapable of this: ‘And do you know why we have not the power to attain this 
Stoic ideal? It is because we refuse to believe in our power. Nay, of a surety, there is something else which 
plays a part: it is because we are in love with our vices; we uphold them and prefer to make excuses for them 
rather than shake them off. We mortals have been endowed with sufficient strength by nature, if only we use 
this strength, if only we concentrate our powers and rouse them all to help us or at least not to hinder us. The 
reason is unwillingness, the excuse, inability.’ 

51 As James argues in ‘Spinoza the Stoic’, p. 291. 
52 EV preface. 
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human nature. The personal and collective ideals of rational freedom in the Ethics are 

visionary, and thus appear to far exceed what our rational efforts may reach in practice. 

Considering Spinoza’s view of God as infinite and eternal, however, it is only natural that his 

moral philosophy – which is, after all, aimed at attaining knowledge of God – attempts to 

connect with the infinite and eternal, even though it has no hope that it can be fully, or in most 

cases even remotely, successful in this attempt.53 

    

Since Spinoza’s politics is grounded in the same view of human nature as his ethics, it must, 

in principle, not be considered incoherent. However, because politics deals with society as a 

whole, its ideals must necessarily be more modest than those of a personal ethic. Whereas an 

individual may reach a condition of true wisdom, it is impossible for a collective to reach such 

a condition. It just lies beyond the powers of most of us to become truly wise. Thus, although 

political development ideally culminates in what Matheron describes as a communisme des 

esprits, this is not a vision that Spinoza’s politics really embodies. Like his ethics, his politics 

is perfectionist without allowing for true perfection.  

   Nevertheless, if the view that we have elaborated of Spinoza’s political project is right, then 

there must be a way in which a substantial part of a people can find at least some moral 

freedom. A willing – i.e. rationally based – obedience of the law is not enough, we have seen, 

because one may willingly obey out of purely personal motives that have nothing to do with 

the common good. Moral freedom only arises where personal motives and the common good 

meet. If I care for the common good, I have understood that I am part of a larger whole; that 

my self-interest is not served best by competition, but by cooperation with those who belong 

to the same community.54 A sense of shared identity can be passionately grounded, e.g. in 

nationalist sentiments.55 If it is merely passionately grounded, however, it cannot be a source 

of freedom, for the passions carry the danger of aberration within. The positive feeling of 

                                                 
53 Smith captures the essence of Spinoza’s philosophical project quite illuminatingly: ‘Despite his statement that 

his philosophy would simply describe human nature as it is, not as it ought to be, Spinoza could not help but 
transform everything that he touched. The point of his philosophy is not just to interpret the world, but to 
redeem it (p. 201).’ 

54 As Spinoza remarks in EIVp36: ‘The highest good of those who pursue virtue is common to all, and all can 
equally enjoy it.’ 

55 One could think here of Spinoza’s discussion of the idea of a special, eternal relationship between God and the 
Jewish people, which sometimes appears to be expressed in the Bible. Spinoza shows that the Bible does not 
truly express this idea, yet he maintains that the suggestion of a special relationship was useful if it was ‘in 
accordance with the understanding and beliefs of the Jews of that time (Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 3, 
p. 423).’ Sometimes, Spinoza here suggests, concessions to reason have to be made in order to captivate a 
people’s imagination and so to unite them.    

 75



national identity can lead to the negative wish to exclude everything that is strange to this 

identity. When the feeling of national identity is mitigated by reason, however, it leads men to 

desire the expansion of their identity. Our association with the state we live in is, ideally, only 

a step in the development towards our association with humanity as a whole. As Spinoza says 

in Ethics part IV, proposition 37: ‘The good which every man who pursues virtue aims at for 

himself he will also desire for the rest of mankind, and all the more as he acquires a greater 

knowledge of God.’ When our rationality increases, we become increasingly able to look 

beyond the imaginative constraints of place and time, and thus beyond the nation we happen 

to form part of. This expanding association may still have passionate elements in it, but is 

nonetheless driven by the force of reason, which shows us the importance of other rational 

beings for our personal well-being. Thus, what we see here is the possibility of progress from 

a largely imaginative worldview to a more and more rational view. We could think of the 

stories that express these worldviews as ‘collective imaginings’. In Spinoza’s thought, Gatens 

and Lloyd explain the concept, collective imaginings are ‘constructs around which powers 

and passivities – especially the passions of fear and hope – are organised.’56 The passions that 

unite a people in these imaginings may open up the way to a more rational unity. Slowly, 

then, the inkling of truth that is contained in the nationalist story may evolve into a truly 

adequate grasp of the bonds between humans. We participate in the freedom that lies in this 

grasp according to the level of our imaginative and rational capacities. Even those with only 

modest capacities may thus find a certain moral freedom. There is an important task for the 

sovereign here. If he seeks to unite citizens with a simple nationalist story, he narrows their 

vision. If he stimulates a critical cosmopolitanism, he broadens their vision – with the risk, 

however, of losing touch with the rationally less gifted. The difficulty lies in avoiding both 

too much simplicity and too much intellectualism.57 

                                                 
56 Gatens and Lloyd, p. 37. Also see James, ‘Narrative as the Means to Freedom’. She points to Spinoza’s 

discussion of power shifts in the constitutional history of the Jewish state; these power shifts caused a 
demand for legitimizing narratives. In Theological-Political Treatise ch. 12, Spinoza locates the most 
effective narrative in the New Testament. The representation by Christ’s followers of God’s law as ‘written 
on the fleshly tables of the heart rather than on tablets of stone’, James interprets Spinoza, offers an attractive 
outlook that ‘presents in the compelling guise of a religious narrative the republican view that the only way to 
gain political freedom is to legislate for oneself a law that upholds the common good (p. 13-14).’ James 
explicates Spinoza’s ideal of rationally-grounded cooperation analogously. This ideal appeals to our rational 
capacities, to be sure, but ‘part of what makes the image of a rational life desirable, and encourages us to 
struggle towards it, is its continuity with the familiar pleasures of forms of existence grounded on 
imaginative thinking (p. 17-18).’ This continuity lies for example in the promise of joy that the image of the 
rational life gives.  

57 The sovereign will have to practice his prophetic skills in order to manage this (see note 46 of this chapter).  

 76



   Moral freedom may not only arise through an understanding of the ratio behind the state, 

but also – since laws in a free state ‘are based on sound reason’58 – through an understanding 

of the specific laws that guide the state. At first, the understanding of a law may be limited to 

grasping that it secures one’s personal interest against the infringement of others. It may be 

broadened, however, to the understanding that my fellow citizen’s interest is equally secured 

by the law as my interest, and that I should therefore respect his interest rather than regard 

him primarily as a threat to my interest. Certain laws, moreover, may contain straightforward 

moral precepts. We already mentioned legislation concerning discrimination, but one may 

also think of the freedom of expression (defended by Spinoza in his plea for the libertas 

philosophandi), or the inviolability of the human body.59 The concepts that underlie these and 

similar laws nowadays, such as those of human dignity and equality, could find support in 

Spinoza’s idea of a shared human rationality.60 Understanding such ‘moral’ legislation 

implies that one has rationally progressed, and thus that one has found some true freedom. 

Again, this understanding does not put a great demand on a man’s capacity for reason. He 

must have developed an idea of the interests he shares with other people and of the benefits 

that friendship brings. Then, he will understand that he acts best if he seeks to unite with his 

fellow men, and if he respects them for what they have in common with him as well as for in 

what they differ from him. If these insights are incorporated into the law, then people are 

stimulated to act upon them and to further internalise them in due course. In this way, the 

practical wisdom of Ethics part IV comes within reach of quite a lot of people. For one part 

imaginatively and for another part rationally, men may come to grasp the laws that guide 

human interaction. Most of them will not be able to develop this grasp towards a fully 

adequate understanding, but a partial understanding can already lead them to the right moral 

attitude and a fair amount of freedom. We are still far from a community of sages here, yet we 

have shown that Spinoza’s politics can live up to its ambition.      

                                                 
58 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 531. 
59 In the Spinozist state, the inviolability of the human body is implied by the civil right, namely ‘the freedom of 

every man to preserve himself in his present condition, a freedom determined by the edicts of the sovereign 
power and upheld by its authority alone (Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 532).’  

60 It should also be noted, though, that Spinoza’s claim that we are not a kingdom within a kingdom (EIII 
preface) limits the possibility of grounding a theory of human dignity on his philosophy. We have no special 
status among the other modes, and thus in principle no special moral dignity. Nevertheless, Spinoza’s ethics 
teaches that men of reason have a common end and that we can all develop our faculty of reason, so that, 
from a rational, human perspective, another human being has a special status among the modes. Sub specie 
aeternitatis, however, such a status does not exist. In practice, human rights (in the modern sense) only exist 
within the context of a state. They are not applicable to all humans under all circumstances, because they 
cannot always be enforced.  
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The other message of Spinoza’s politics: caution, stability and security 

The impossibility of true perfection in Spinoza’s politics goes together with another 

characteristic of the Spinozist state, namely that it lacks, to a large extent, an inherent 

necessity in its development. A state may develop itself in a rational fashion towards a 

condition of relative freedom, but it may also remain largely in the sphere of the passions. A 

king can unite his citizens out of fear, for example, or can claim that he descends from a 

god.61 The commonly shared passions on which regimes such as these are grounded can be 

strong, and thus last for a long time. Between mainly passionately grounded states and mainly 

rationally grounded states there can be many mixed forms. A king can for example make a 

rather rational law and policy, but nonetheless remain quite authoritarian. His citizens can 

thus achieve a state of rational freedom, but only in a limited sense, because they do not have 

the chance to develop their rational faculties in full freedom. If the king of such a state 

succeeds in maintaining a power balance, he and his successors may reign for a long time. 

Nonetheless, an authoritarian ruler must know his limits. Infringing too severely upon a 

people’s freedom has a destabilizing effect, as we have seen. A well-functioning state can 

therefore not exist without a certain basic rationality. The more rationally it is governed, 

moreover, the more stable it becomes. This implies that states tend towards a development of 

freedom rather than unfreedom; less freedom leads to the eventual collapse of a state, whereas 

more freedom makes it only stronger. To achieve the greatest possible amount of moral 

freedom among one’s citizens, however, it is required that one knows how to keep the right 

balance between liberties and obligations. A state that grants too many liberties may be 

chaotic, and thus de facto be less free – in the moral sense – than a more strictly ruled state. If 

restrictions infringe upon the libertas philosophandi, however, this only limits the amount of 

moral freedom in a state.    

   Even though a tendency towards increasing rationality may guide the development of states, 

this tendency can, in principle, not progress beyond the limits necessarily posed by the form 

of the state in which it occurs. As we have seen, Spinoza holds the opinion that ‘every state 

must necessarily preserve its own form, and cannot be changed without incurring the danger 

of utter ruin.’62 Spinoza’s politics cannot wholeheartedly be called progressive; it also has an 

                                                 
61 See e.g. Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 17, p. 538, where Spinoza mentions the examples of Augustus and 

Alexander. 
62 Ibid. ch. 18, p. 557.  
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important conservative strain.63 Progress can only be made carefully; it must not merely be 

conscious of the bad things, but also of the good things from the past. Ideals must never 

wholly guide a politician, because this makes him insensitive to reality’s demands. A 

revolutionary movement that seeks to replace a king by a fully democratic government breaks 

radically with the past, and thus ruins the foundations of a state’s peace and security. For 

Spinoza, reason cannot just be imposed upon a state; it has to grow and mature upon a stable, 

secure basis. Eventually, perhaps, one form of state may approach another form in its 

organization, and thus gradually evolve into this other form. After all, the checks and balances 

that must guide a monarchy bring it quite close to an aristocracy, as we have seen in chapter 

2. But if this happens, this is a continuation of the past rather than a break with it.  

   Spinoza’s conservative side prevents his politics from being an unreserved politics of 

freedom. The culminating feature of politics is indeed its role in the collective move towards 

freedom, yet it is not the case that everything a politician does is directly or indirectly done 

with the moral freedom of the citizens in view. The need for security and stability also forms 

a central feature of Spinoza’s politics. In the Theological-Political Treatise, Spinoza calls the 

preservation of the state its highest good.64 Of course, that individual, and, consequently, that 

collective, preserves itself the better, the more it is rational. On the other hand, the 

preservation of a state requires us to look backwards just as much as forwards. A state cannot 

preserve itself if it only focuses on freedom, while forgetting to take care of its basic task. 

Spinoza takes pains to remind us of this, precisely because he has no illusions about human 

nature. Humans can develop themselves for the better, but we should continually be aware of 

the strong passions that often overwhelm them and so may ruin progress that was made too 

light-heartedly. Some commentators perceive a shift to even greater caution and less ambition 

in the Political Treatise.65 Indeed, contrary to the Theological-Political Treatise, the Political 

Treatise no longer speaks of freedom as the state’s purpose, but of ‘peace and security of 

                                                 
63 Giancotti (in ‘Réalisme et Utopie’) connects this duality in Spinoza’s politics to his metaphysics. Modes are in 

alio, that is, they are in God, who is in se. Now a ‘catégorie de l’inhérence est une catégorie de la staticité’, 
she argues (p. 41). Modes cannot really be distinguished, but only ‘dans l’idée, à travers une opération 
d’abstraction que l’esprit effectue, en perdant de vue le caractère concret du rapport que le mode a avec la 
substance.’ At the same time, God, as their immanent cause, determines the modes to action. Giancotti: ‘(...) 
les modes sont effets et en même temps causes partielles et moments ou parties de la puissance de la Nature 
(p. 41).’ She concludes as follows: ‘C’est ma conviction, toutefois, que l’ontologie de Spinoza embrasse ces 
deux conceptions dans une tentative géniale de conciliation (p. 42).’ Giancotti’s suggestion is that the 
conservative and dynamic side of Spinoza’s politics mirror, and are probably grounded in, this twofold 
dimension of the metaphysical status of the modes.  

64 Theological-Political Treatise, ch. 16, p. 529. 
65 See e.g. Balibar, p. 50-51. 
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life’.66 Although Spinoza stresses the necessity of ‘reason, the true virtue and life of the mind’ 

in the same chapter, this shift fits in the larger pattern of changes in emphasis we observed 

until so far in the Political Treatise. Whereas the Theological-Political Treatise is a plea for 

the freedom to philosophise, the Political Treatise is a scientifically orientated work in which 

elevated moral ideals hold no chief position.67 In the latter, it appears, man’s passionate nature 

is considered more an obstacle to a successful politics of freedom than in the former. 

Nonetheless, there is sufficient convergence between both political works, and also the Ethics, 

to speak of a unitary politics of freedom. This politics of freedom forms part of Spinoza’s 

political project, to be sure, but there is more to the project. Another, equally important part of 

it is a rather conservative message of caution, stability and security. Now Sorell’s critique that 

both aspects of Spinoza’s politics together form an unstable whole would be justified if 

Spinoza had been naively idealistic in his view of collective moral freedom. This is not the 

case. Spinoza is continually aware of the limitations of place and time, and those of human 

capabilities. Indeed, in every state there should be as much inner freedom for every person as 

possible. However, in some cases this is just hardly possible at all. And in cases where some 

freedom is established, this may often not go beyond willing obedience for the majority, and 

some true freedom for a minority. Spinoza accepts this and does not pretend that in general 

much more will happen.  

   Nevertheless, there is the suggestion that, in optimal circumstances, a true collective move 

towards moral freedom can be made. If men live in a democracy, in which they together 

shape their laws and institutions along an increasing standard of rationality and in which the 

sciences and the arts flourish, then the boundaries of moral freedom will be pushed to their 

limits. In such circumstances, all who are susceptible to the call of reason – even if only to a 

very limited degree – will join and may come to participate, to some extent, in the joy of the 

wise. 

                                                 
66 Political Treatise, ch. 5, par. 2, p. 699. 
67 Balibar speaks of the Political Treatise as ‘A Science of the State’, p. 50.  
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Conclusion 

 
In the introduction to this thesis, we formulated two central questions. We will now consider 

to which answers our investigation has led us, starting with the first question: To what extent 

is Spinoza’s notion of political freedom connected to his notion of moral freedom? Let us 

begin our answer with looking at Spinoza’s metaphysical idea of freedom, in which his idea 

of moral freedom is grounded. We have seen in chapter 1 that only a self-caused being – that 

is, a being that is in itself and conceived through itself – is truly free. Everything that cannot 

be conceived through itself, is determined to exist and to act by another thing. Now there is 

only one self-caused being; Spinoza calls this being ‘substance’, ‘God’ or ‘Nature’. All other 

things infinite and finite are modes, i.e. dependent effects, of God’s power. It thus follows that 

the human being, as a finite mode of God, can never be truly free. We have also seen, 

however, that Spinoza distinguishes between compelled and free necessity. God acts 

according to immutable laws, following the necessity of his own nature. Since there is nothing 

else that necessitates him, his necessity is a fully free necessity. Modes, on the other hand, are 

necessitated by God, and thus compelled in their necessity. Nevertheless, human freedom is 

not wholly excluded. We can attain a condition of relative free necessity, that is, a condition 

in which we follow our own essence effectively. 

   Our essence is what Spinoza calls the conatus, i.e. the fundamental endeavour of the human 

being and all other modes to persist in their own being. Central to Spinoza’s analysis of the 

human conatus is the distinction between activity and passivity. In general, men tend to be led 

by external causes – i.e. other finite modes – more than by their own nature. This passivity 

makes them very vulnerable to changes in their environment, and thus inconstant in their 

affective life. Moreover, desires and interests of different people often oppose each other, so 

that human social life is unstable and full of conflict as long as it is dominated by passive 

affects, or passions. However, we have it in us to gain rational insight in ourselves and our 

surroundings, and so to become the adequate cause of our actions. This means that we 

develop active affects, by which our power of action is truly enhanced because it can no 

longer be easily taken away through an external cause. Spinoza’s analysis of active and 

passive affects in Ethics part III, we have seen, leads him to the development of his view of 

moral freedom in parts IV and V, which we have discussed in chapter 3. If we replace our 
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inadequate ideas of the world with adequate, rational ideas, we move from a fragmentary, 

incomplete knowledge of things to the understanding of their necessity and eternity. If we 

thus manage to assume our proper place in the scheme of things, we are no longer merely 

living in a condition of compelled necessity, but also in a condition of free necessity. Part of 

this condition is a harmonious interaction with our surroundings, especially with our fellow 

humans. Through understanding them we no longer fear them and we come to see that they 

are, insofar as they are rational, essential for our own rational development. Thus, collective 

life holds a chief place in Spinoza’s view of moral freedom in the Ethics. As we have seen, he 

says that ‘the man who is guided by reason is more free in a state where he lives under a law 

than in solitude where [he] obeys only himself.’1 Spinoza does not merely regard the state as a 

mechanism to control man’s passive nature, but also as a means to develop an organised 

collective life that is guided by reason.  

   In chapter 4 of this thesis, an analysis of the notion of freedom in Spinoza’s political 

writings led us to the conclusion that it is indeed closely connected to the notion of rational, 

moral freedom in the Ethics. We agreed with Den Uyl that political freedom lies in an 

important sense in the presence of peace, so that men may live jointly in security and 

harmony, irrespective of whether they are in an active or a passive state of mind. However, 

we contested Den Uyl’s point of view that this is all there is to say about Spinoza’s notion of 

political freedom. Spinoza also points to the importance of the development of ‘reason, the 

true virtue and life of the mind’ in civil life.2 In the Theological-Political Treatise, he 

designates such development explicitly as the purpose of the state. A state that has established 

peace, but no moral freedom, is therefore not truly free. The basic freedom of peace is only a 

first step in the development towards collective moral freedom. Moreover, a condition of 

peace is the more stable, the more it is accompanied by rational harmony. Peace and moral 

freedom are thus mutually dependent. Together, they constitute Spinoza’s positive notion of 

political freedom. Now Spinoza also employs a negative notion of freedom, namely in his 

plea for the libertas philosophandi. A state should not impede the rational discussion of its 

citizens, Spinoza shows, because this makes them dissatisfied. Impediments thus rather lead 

to instability than to the stability and tranquillity that they seek to enhance. Moreover, to 

impede the use of man’s faculty of reason is against the purpose of the state, which is, after 

all, rational freedom. Only when the freedom to philosophise is unlimited, can citizens 
                                                 
1 EIVp73. 
2 Political Treatise, ch. 5, par. 5, p. 699. 
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become free in the positive sense. The state’s task is not merely negative here, however, for 

the state must seek to guarantee the possibility of rational discussion by creating and 

maintaining an open public sphere. Together, we can conclude, positive and negative political 

freedom constitute a coherent form of political freedom, which finds its ultimate realization in 

collective rationality.  

 

We now turn to the second question of this thesis: How does Spinoza’s politics of freedom 

work, and to what extent can the tensions inherent to it be overcome? In chapter 2, we have 

seen that Spinoza’s politics is guided by rational development. Political development starts 

when humans unite out of necessity, due to their impotence as finite modes. Collective life is 

therefore in an important sense grounded in man’s passions. At many times men may oppose 

each other in their desires and live in enmity, but this does not take away the fact that no one 

can provide for all his needs by himself, and that consequently groups are formed. Matheron 

and Den Uyl suppose that, according to Spinoza, a political order wholly arises from this 

passionate interplay between humans. We contested their position, by showing that man’s 

decision to give up his individual rights and to live under the dictates of reason has both 

passionate and rational grounds. The social passions make people unite in the first place, as 

we have seen. However, from the nature of the passions follows that passionate bonds are 

unstable. This instability leads to the, both passionately and rationally grounded, collective 

decision to submit to a social contract. Men are led here by a mixture of fear and hope, 

together with the rational insight that only a system of law, backed up by the threat of 

punishment, can save them from the incommodities of uncivilised life. Spinoza’s view of 

human nature, we have seen, allows for such a modest, instrumental use of reason in the state 

of nature. If a state is not, for example, conquered, it is from the outset guided by a certain 

rational development. In states that have arisen out of violence, moreover, the idea of a 

contract can become useful afterwards, as a fiction. An imaginary contract may serve as a 

measure for the extent to which the sovereign serves the people’s interest. In a state that truly 

follows the spirit of the contract, reason will assert itself more and more powerfully, and may 

finally come to direct itself, both in individuals and collectively, to the attainment of rational 

freedom. In this process, we have seen in section 1 of chapter 5, the power of a free state and 

that of free individuals develop in mutual dependence. With this view of the Spinozist state – 

for which we found support in, among others, Smith and Balibar – we departed from 
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Matheron again. In his opinion, the state provides citizens only with the appropriate 

passionate disposition for the rational life they will have to live independently. Matheron’s 

view, we observed, does no justice to the dynamics of the law. A people’s rational progress 

influences the contents of the law, while, in its turn, the advancing rationality of the law 

influences the people’s rationality. We argued, moreover, that the power of a state depends on 

the individual powers of all people taken together. Because the most powerful individual is 

the rational individual, it follows that the most powerful state is the most rational state. So, the 

level of moral freedom of citizens is closely intertwined with the basic function of the state, 

which is to uphold peace by means of a stable power equilibrium. Political and moral freedom 

just cannot be separated.       

   This interpretation of Spinoza’s politics posed us for two problems. A first problem 

concerned the potential tension between positive and negative political freedom. We have 

seen that the state has a central role in the guidance of the basic rational development of 

citizens. Obedient rational behaviour is stimulated through the threat of punishment, but may, 

if a good politics of communication is practiced, turn into willing obedience at last. People 

thus internalise the ideas behind the behaviour that they formerly only practiced because they 

were compelled to do so. At a more advanced level – a level that lies beyond the threat of 

punishment in case of non-compliance – the state can still fulfil an active role in guiding its 

citizens towards a mature rationality. In its laws and policy, ideals may be embodied that 

correspond to Spinoza’s model of the free man living in a free state, such as the stress of the 

equality and autonomy of all citizens. Only in a society that knows no difference of 

opportunities, can the development of collective freedom become a true possibility. At this 

higher-level politics of freedom, the infringement of the libertas philosophandi is in principle 

excluded through the nature of Spinoza’s moral ideal. A man can only become free if he 

develops an active state of mind. A state can thus point citizens towards the rational way of 

life, but must be reticent in actively propagating ideas. This is both because propaganda does 

not stimulate an active disposition to think critically, and because apparently rational ideas 

may easily be fused with ideological components. As in every politics that works with a 

notion of positive freedom, then, there is a risk that it turns into paternalism. A state may 

become too enthusiastic in its task of forming citizens, and thus hinder them to develop their 

rational faculties in full freedom. However, such enthusiasm would be wholly contrary to the 

spirit of careful rational analysis that guides Spinoza’s philosophy. 
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   In section 2 of chapter 5, we discussed a second problem in Spinoza’s politics of freedom, 

namely the relation between his realism and perfectionism. Can his view of human nature as 

to a large extent driven by the passions go together with a politics that seeks to develop man’s 

rational faculties? Our answer to this question was a reaction to Sorell, who answers it in the 

negative. He supposes that there is, in Spinoza’s view of human nature, a dichotomy between 

rationally-minded humans on the one hand and inveterate passionate humans on the other 

hand. The rational, Sorell argues, do not need a state in order to develop their freedom, while 

the passionate are not helped by a politics of freedom, because they are necessarily unfree. 

Contrary to Sorell’s view, we pointed out that Spinoza’s view of human nature is sufficiently 

nuanced to allow for collective moral betterment. Yes, man is necessarily subjected to 

external causes and therefore often not very reliable. Through politics, however, man’s social 

surrounding can be changed towards greater harmony, which makes him more socially 

orientated in turn. The passions are potentially destructive forces, but can thus also be 

redirected into a more harmonious pattern. A state of relative, passionate harmony opens up 

the way to further, rationally grounded development. That such development takes place to 

some extent is in line with Spinoza’s dynamic view of human nature. Humans are necessarily 

passionate, but do all have the capacity to act upon rational grounds from time to time. In the 

optimal surrounding of a well-functioning democracy, this capacity may assert itself in many 

people in quite a thoroughgoing way. Only those of a philosophical bent will attain a state of 

true – though never full – moral freedom, but many more may come to participate – to a 

modest extent – in the spirit of freedom that guides such a society. Men may do so from a 

partly imaginative, partly rational framework, for, as we have seen, rational development is 

often a gradual development from less adequate to more adequate ideas. A man does not have 

to be a sage to grasp something of the practical wisdom of part IV of the Ethics. Only a truly 

adequate understanding of this wisdom, in conjunction with the insights of Ethics part V, lies 

beyond most people’s capacities. This is not to say that it is easy to appropriate the basics of 

Spinozist wisdom, but it can be done.  

   Now Sorell might be right that this politics of freedom has a hint of the utopianism of which 

Spinoza accuses his fellow philosophers. At the same time, however, Spinoza’s politics is 

grounded so deeply in a realist view of human nature and political development that it cannot 

be called naïve or unstable. Only some states will go in some circumstances beyond the basic 

freedom of peace and security. The states that succeed in this will become more stable and 
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harmonious, to be sure, but will have to remain cautious as usual, for the human passions 

cannot be, and ought not to be, rooted out. 

 

Spinoza’s politics, we have seen throughout this thesis, follows the dynamics of his 

metaphysics. It gives no single, clear-cut answer to the problems which human social life 

poses. It realizes that, like everything in Nature, social life is determined by an infinity of 

causes that cannot be fully controlled. Only God’s absolute power remains necessarily 

uninfringed, but the smaller concentrations of power we create by forming societies are far 

surpassed by the power of the rest of Nature. In a state, we can attain a condition of relative 

stability, to be sure, but this condition will constantly be put to the test, both internally, due to 

the weaknesses of citizens, and externally, due to other states and the non-human forces of 

Nature that threaten it. Nature is in continuous motion, and men have to keep up with this 

motion if they want to prevent themselves from being overpowered by external causes. Like 

an individual human being preserves itself best if it seeks to strengthen itself, so must a state 

seek to reinvent itself continuously if it wishes to remain vital. A sovereign must analyse 

circumstances and adjust his policy and laws if required. In doing so, caution must temper his 

search for change. A revolutionary politics takes no account of the fact that every state of 

affairs is part of an infinite web of other states of affairs. Such a politics isolates a state from 

its past, while continuity with the past is a prerequisite for stability. Political caution must not 

lapse into mere conservatism, however, because only by strengthening its power can a state 

prevent itself from becoming overpowered by external causes in due course. This insight 

forms the basis of Spinoza’s politics of freedom. Like the quest for individual freedom, this 

politics supervenes upon the mechanisms of power that underlie it, but then turns into a truly 

moral project. Only when we understand that Spinoza’s politics is ultimately a moral project, 

can we understand why it does not belong to the periphery, but to the centre of his 

philosophical concerns. 
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