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PREFACE

To THE trained observer the simplest thing in nature has
a structure and a history; to the naive mind the most com-
plicated product of human device appears simple and spon-
taneous. Imagine a primitive man, brought up in natural
surroundings and without ever having witnessed human art
in its making. Placed suddenly.in one of the canyon-like
streets of a modern metropolis, such a primitive man would
undoubtedly think of the flanking sky-soaring structures of
intricate design and workmanship as something which grew
out of the soil like trees and grass. Similarly, imagine a
student of philosophy, trained in some miraculous manner
in the usages of philosophic concepts and vocabulary of the
present day, without any inkling of their past history. Con-
fronted suddenly with the Ethics of Spinoza, such a trained
student would undoubtedly think of it as something which
sprang forth full-grown and completely armored, like Mi-
nerva, from the brain of its author, and he would quite
naturally try to interpret it in the light of whatever associa-
tions it evoked in his mind. Of course, there is no such pre-
posterously trained student of philosophy, any more than
there is such a naive-minded primitive man as he to whom
we have compared him. But, still, many a student of Spinoza
comes very near treating his £thics in the fantastic fashion
which we have described. Like the Bible, the Ethics of
Spinoza has often been the subject of homiletical interpreta-
tions. It has been treated like an amorphous mass of float-
ing clouds in which one’s fancy may cut whatever figures it
pleases.
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Now, I will not deny that we must allow for philosophic
license as we allow for poetic license, and that the cutting of
imaginary figures in Spinoza’s Ethics is not without its uses.
When Goethe confesses that he cannot tell what he got out
of the Ethics and what he may himself have put into it, we
can only say that we are grateful to Spinoza for having served
as a stimulus to the thought of Goethe. In the same way,
many a worthy thought of men less distinguished — and per-
haps also less frank — than Goethe has had its birth in a mis-
interpretation of Spinoza or else has received due attention
by its having been mounted, gratuitously, on Spinoza’s writ-
ings. But it would be carrying the analogy of the license too
far if we should say that the philosopher in his interpreta-
tion is to be as little bound by the truth of scholarship as the
poet in his imagery is by the truth of science. It is certainly
no compliment to a philosopher of the past who is prominent
enough for us to study him to say that only by being mis-
understood does he become philosophically important. In-
deed, the entire field of the history of philosophy would be
placed outside the bounds of exact disciplined study if we
should maintain that its study is of philosophical impor-
tance only when we superciliously disregard its objective
meaning as established by research, or indolently make no
effort to acquaint ourselves with it, or blissfully keep our-
selves in ignorance of it. The fact is, what is often called
subjective interpretation in philosophy is nothing but the
explanation of a text in terms of the haphazard knowledge
that one happens to possess, just as what is called populariza-
tion means nothing but the explanation of a text in terms
of the ignorance supposed to be possessed by the readers for
whom it is intended. In either of these cases, whatever merit
the particular form of presentation possesses is derived from
the fact that it helps to give currency to the results of historical



PREFACE vii

scholarship, which in its proper sense means the interpreta-
tion of a text in terms of everything that can be known about
it, for which a systematic search must be made. The first
step, the basic step, in the understanding of any philosopher,
one upon which any subjective form of interpretation or
any literary form of presentation must rest, is the deter-
mination by the method of historical criticism of what the
philosopher meant by what he said, how he came to say
what he said, and why he said it in the manner in which he
happened to say it.

It is this threefold task that we have set ourselves in the
present study of Spinoza. Now, the historico-critical method
really means the presupposition that in any text treated by
it there is a sort of dual authorship — an explicit author,
who expresses himself in certain conventional symbols and
patterns, and an implicit author, whose unuttered thoughts
furnish us with the material for grasping the full significance
of those symbols and patterns. In the case of the Ethics of
Spinoza, there is, on the one hand, an explicit Spinoza,
whom we shall call Benedictus. It is he who speaks in defini-
tions, axioms, and propositions; it is he, too, who reasons
according to the rigid method of the geometer. Then there
is, on the other hand, the implicit Spinoza, who lurks behind
these definitions, axioms, and propositions, only occasion-
ally revealing himself in the scholia; his mind is crammed
with traditional philosophic lore and his thought turns along
the beaten logical paths of mediaeval reasoning. Him we
shall call Baruch. Benedictus is the first of the moderns;
Baruch is the last of the mediaevals. It is our contention
that we cannot get the full meaning of what Benedictus says
unless we know what has passed through the mind of Baruch.
Starting with the assumption that the Ethics is primarily
a criticism of fundamental problems of philosophy as they
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presented themselves to Spinoza, we proceed to analyze these
problems, to set forth their salient features, to construct
hypothetically the arguments which constitute the criticism,
and to show how these arguments and criticism underlie the
statements which we have before us in the Ethics. As a
result of this procedure, the Ethics emerges as a logically con-
structed work throughout which there is order and sequence
and continuity: propositions, apparently disconnected,
group themselves into unified and coherent chapters; words,
phrases, and passages, apparently meaningless or common-
place, assume meaning and significance; and the philosophy
of Spinoza, as a systematic whole and in all its fulness of
detail, appears in a new light and in a new setting and per-
spective. Into the fabric of this work, which in form follows
the order of the Ethics, we have also woven relevant passages
from the other writings of Spinoza, so that the study of his
philosophy herein presented is based upon his Ezhics as well
as upon all his other writings in so far as they are related to
the Ethics.

This work can be read as a self-explanatory systematic
presentation of the philosophy of Spinoza. It can be read
with greater profit as a companion volume to the Ethics
and a running commentary on it. It can be read with still
greater profit together with some standard works or special
studies on Spinoza, for, with the exception of general refer-
ences to the literature on Spinoza whenever they were neces-
sary either for the bibliographical guidance of the reader
or as an acknowledgment of indebtedness on certain points,
and with the further exception of an occasional expression of
disagreement, we have refrained from entering upon an ex-
amination and comparison or criticism of the various extant
interpretations of Spinoza — a subject which, if dedlt with
at all, is deserving of a study by itself. Independently of
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Spinoza, this work can be read as a study of the development
of certain fundamental problems in the history of philosophy,
or of the understanding of certain points in the teachings of
the authors brought into the discussion and of certain signifi-
cant texts in their writings. Students who are interested in
the relation of Spinoza to other philosophers will find in
this work an abundance of undreamed-of new material, culled
from the writings of various philosophers ranging from Aris-
totle to Descartes, though we do not say that every author
whom we have found it useful or necessary to quote is to be
considered a forerunner of Spinoza or as having had a domi-
nant jnfluence upon his philosophy. The principles on which
the selection of this material was made, the manner in which
it was used in the interpretation of Spinoza, and the method
by which its direct literary relationship to Spinoza and its
influence upon him can be determined, are discussed in the
opening chapter. The analytical table of contents at the be-
ginning of each volume and the several Indexes at the end of
the second volume will serve as guides to the reader in these
various uses to which the book may be put.

Chapters III, IV, V, and VIII were published in Chronicon
Spinozanum, Vols. I (1921), pp. 101-112, II (1922), pp. 92-
117, IT (1923), pp. 142-178, and 1V (1924-1926), pp. 79~
103, respectively. Chapter VI appeared in Italian transla-
tion in Ricerche Religiose, Vol. 1X (1933), pp. 193—236. All
these chapters are reprinted here with some revisions. The
original title and description of this work were announced
in the Chronicon Spinozanum as “Spinoza the Last of the
Mediaevals: a Study of the Ethica Ordine Geometrico Demon-
strata in the light of a hypothetically constructed Ethica
More Scholastico Rabbinicogue Demonstrata.” This title had
to be abandoned, as it did not seem advisable to have the
title begin with the word *Spinoza.”
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The protracted delay in the completion of the work was
amply made up for by the promptness with which its publi-
cation was undertaken when the manuscript was finished.
This was made possible by the Fund for the Support of the
Humanities at Harvard University provided by the General
Education Board. For this I am profoundly grateful. I am
also deeply indebted to Miss Christabel Garner, of the Har-
vard University Press, for her searching reading of the proofs
and for valuable suggestions.

Harry AusTrRYN WOLFsON

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS
May, 1933
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CHAPTER 1
BEHIND THE GEOMETRICAL METHOD

IN DIscussING once with a group of friends the importance of
philology and of bookish learning in general for the study of
the history of philosophy, I happened to remark that phi-
losophers, after all, see the universe which they try to explain
as already interpreted to them in books, with the only possi-
ble exception, perhaps, of the first recorded philosopher, and
all he could see was water. “How about Spinoza?” chal-
lenged one of the listeners. “Was he also a bookish philoso-
pher?” Without stopping to think, I took up the challenge.
“As for Spinoza,” I said, “if we could cut up all the philo-
sophic literature available to him into slips of paper, toss
them up into the air, and let them fall back to the ground,
then out of these scattered slips of paper we could recon-
struct his Ethics.”

Not long after that I found myself reconstructing the
Ethics out of scattered slips of paper figuratively cut out of
the philosophic literature available to Spinoza. The problem
before us, as I discovered, was like that of a jig-saw puzzle.
Suppose we have a box of pieces out of which we are to con-
struct a certain picture. But the pieces contained in the box
are more than can be used, and from among them we have to
select those which are needed for our purpose. Furthermore,
the pieces do not fit together, and they have to be reshaped.
Finally, many necessary pieces are missing, and we have to
supply them ourselves. But to offset all these difficulties, we
have an outline of the picture which we are to construct.

The picture which we have to construct in our own jig-saw
puzzle is the Ethics as it was originally formed in the mind of
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Spinoza, of which the present Ethics in its geometrical form
is only a bare outline.” Since, however, we do not know nor
can we ascertain exactly what books Spinoza had actually
read, what quotations he had come across in the course of
his readings, or what casual information he had gathered
from conversations with friends, we must take as our box of
pieces the entire philosophic literature available at the time
of Spinoza and out of this make our necessary selections.
Furthermore, since philosophic texts and ideas are the most
plastic of material, capable of assuming a variety of meanings
with different philosophers, we must reshape our pieces in the
form which we have reason to believe they assumed in the
mind of Spinoza. Finally, since the Ethics before us is not
the result of a syncretism of traditional philosophy but rather
the result of criticism, and since this criticism, though im-
plied, 1s not explicitly expressed, we shall have to supply it
ourselves.

In our study of the Ethics we must try to follow the same
method that Spinoza followed in writing it. Spinoza did not
start out with classified lists of bibliographies, outlines, ab-
stracts, quotations, and all the elaborate equipment with
which methodical scholarship of today prepares itself for the
writing of an informative work of reference. He started out
with a certain fund of knowledge acquired through miscel-
laneous reading which in his mind formed itself into a com-
posite picture of the salient features of traditional philosophy.
In this composite mental picture, we may assume, the prob-
lems of philosophy presented themselves in a certain order,
each problem modelled after a certain pattern and expressed
in a certain terminology. Tagged on to this picture, under-
neath its surface, and deep down into the recesses of Spi-
noza’s consciousness, we may further assume, there was an

* Cf. below, p. 59.
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aggregation of notes swarming with references to sources of
texts, to parentages of ideas, to conflicts of opinions, and to
diversities of interpretations, all of them ready to come up to
the surface, whenever the occasion arose, and take their place
in the picture. In our endeavor to retrace the steps of Spi-
noza’s reasoning, we must, therefore, first of all, equip our-
selves with a similar fund of knowledge, or philosophical
mass of apperception, as it may be called.

With such an apperceptive mass as our equipment we be-
gin to read the Erhics. Without forcing ourselves to under-
stand the book, we let its propositions penetrate into our
amassed fund of knowledge and by the natural process of
association and attraction become encrusted with terms,
phrases, and ideas out of the storehouse of our memory. At
first these encrustations are indistinguishable and shapeless
clumps, clinging to the propositions as bits of scrap-iron cling
to a magnet. But then we let our mind play upon them —
to scrutinize them and to study them. By the catalytic
action of the mind these indistinguishable and shapeless
clumps begin to dissolve; they begin to group themselves,
to solidify themselves into larger units, to become differen-
tiated from each other, to assume form, and ultimately to
crystallize themselves into distinct topics of recognizable his-
torical problems of philosophy. Thus at the very outset of
the Ethics, Proposition I, together with Definitions I and V
and Axioms I and Il upon which it is based, emerges as a dis-
tinct topic by itself, which we label the definition of substance
and mode. The next five propositions, II-VI, crystallize
themselves into a discussion of the unity of substance, made
up of two historical problems, the unity of God and creation.
Propositions VII-X and XII-XIII shape themselves into a
discussion of three closely related topics under the general
heading of the Simplicity of Substance, and wedged in be-
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tween them is Proposition XI, where the term “substance”
gives way to the term “God”’; this is easily recognized as a
discussion of the traditional proofs of the existence of God.
Next follow two propositions, XIV and XV, which deal with
the attributes of extension and thought, and a Scholium,
which deals with the infinity of extension. The remaining
propositions of the First Part of the Ethics readily group
themselves into discussions of the various meanings of the
causality of God, among which Spinoza dwells especially
upon the immanence, freedom, necessity, and purposelessness
of God’s causality. In the Second Part of the Ethics the prop-
ositions fall into the traditional outline of the discussion of
the soul, dealing in the conventional order and manner with
the definition of the soul, its relation to the body, and the
classification of its faculties. The last three parts of the
Ethics deal with what is traditionally known as practical
philosophy as contrasted with the theoretical philosophy of
the first two parts, dealing successively with the problems of
the emotions, virtues, and the final happiness of man. Asour
mind scrutinizes still further these groups of propositions it
discovers that they follow one upon the other according
to a certain order of sequence, which is at once intrinsically
logical and extrinsically in conformity with historical pat-
terns. With this, the first stage in our study of the FErhics
comes to an end.

Then the next stage in our investigation is to find a certain
coherence within each group of propositions. The data upon
which we have to work are twofold. On the one hand, there
are the problems of philosophy as they unfold themselves be-
fore us in all their variety of forms in the vast literature that
was available to Spinoza. On the other hand, there are the
utterances of Spinoza in the Ethics, elliptical, fragmentary,
disjointed, and oftentimes, if we are to admit the truth to
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ourselves, enigmatic and unintelligible. Between these two
extremes we expect to find the problems as they must have
formulated themselves in the mind of Spinoza, the doubts
which he must have raised against accepted views, and his
own solutions of these doubts which he must have meant to
express in his uttered statements in the Ethics. The task be-
fore us, then, is to reconstruct the process of Spinoza’s reason-
ing in all its dialectical niceties and in all its fulness of detail
so that it will lead us to a thorough understanding of the
statements which confront us in the Ethics. By the method
of trial and error we experiment with one conjecture after an-
other, until we finally arrive at a result which seems to us
satisfactory. Thus, for instance, at the very outset of the
Ethics, in Proposition I and its underlying Definitions I1I
and V and Axioms I and II, which we have already set apart
as a topic by itself, dealing with definition of substance and
mode, we reconstruct out of the material scattered in the
literature of philosophy the problem as we assume it pre-
sented itself to the mind of Spinoza — the division of being,
the definition of substance and accident, the classification of
substances, and so on. Again, out of direct internal discus-
stons of these problems which occur in the philosophic liter-
ature of the past, or indirectly out of certain suggestions and
hints, and sometimes even without these direct or indirect
aids, we reconstruct a criticism of these traditional definitions
as we assume it formulated itself in the mind of Spinoza. As
a result we are enabled to integrate these Axioms, Defini-
tions, and Proposition I into a coherent chapter, containing
a logically formed argument.* We follow the same method in
our study of the next group of propositions, Propositions I1-
VI, which we have found to reflect two historical problems,
the unity of God and creation, and which we have subsumed

* Cf. below, pp. 61 ff.
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under the heading of the Unity of Substance. Here our task
is somewhat more difficult, for we have to deal here not with
one single proposition, as is the case in Proposition I, but
with five propositions, each of which is followed by a demon-
stration, and between which there seems to be no unity and
transition. Again, by the method of trial and error we ulti-
mately succeed in reconstructing the thought of Spinoza so
that in the light of it these five propositions form a connected
logical syllogism.* And so we go through the entire Ethics,
and by the use of different devices we succeed in bringing
unity, coherence, and harmony within each group of propo-
sitions. With this, the second stage of our investigation
comes to an end.

Then we take up the third and last stage of our investiga-
tion, that of documenting our findings so that we may con-
vince others of the truth of our statements and reasoning.
Here, too, we must follow the same method that Spinoza
would have followed, had he documented his Ethics. We feel
that it would not be enough to quote from books which we
happen to know, or which happen to be generally known. We
must ask ourselves what works Spinoza himself would have
used if he had chosen to document his writings. To answer
this question we must determine, even though only in a gen-
eral way, the extent and variety of the philosophic literature
available to Spinoza.

Two philosophic literatures were open to Spinoza, the
Hebrew and the Latin. His knowledge of Hebrew he had
acquired in a school where he had studied it systematically
under the guidance of competent teachers probably from the
age of seven to the age of eighteen (1639-1650).? Latin he

* Cf. below, pp. 85 ff.

2 As for the years of Spinoza’s entering and leaving the Hebrew School ‘Ez
Hayyim, see Dunin-Borkowski, Der junge De Spinoza (1910), p. 103, and Freuden-
thal, Spinoza Leben und Lehre (ed. Gebhardt, 1927), I, p. 31.
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began to study later, at first not in a school but privately.
His systematic study of that language under the tutorage of
Francis van den Enden did not begin until 1652, when he was
already twenty years old. Though he had also a knowledge
of several modern languages, Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch,
French, and possibly also Italian, German, and Flemish,* the
philosophic material in these languages was negligible. He-
brew made accessible to him not only the works of Jewish
philosophers but also the works of Arabic philosophers, the
works of Aristotle, mostly as incorporated in the commen-
taries of Averroes, the works of some of the Greek commen-
tators on Aristotle, and also the works of some of the Latin
scholastic philosophers. Latin similarly opened to him not
only the original Latin writings of the philosophers of the
Roman period, of mediaeval scholasticism, and of the Renais-
sance, but also translations from the Greek, Arabic, and
Hebrew. In Hebrew the most important works of Jewish
philosophers, whether those translated from the Arabic or
those written originally in Hebrew, were already accessible
to him in printed form, some of them in several editions; but
the translations from non-Jewish authors, with but a few
slight exceptions, were accessible to him only in manuscript
form. Manuscripts, however, at that time were not yet
gathered up and stored away in a few closely guarded central
libraries; they were still widely scattered among individual
owners and freely circulated, especially in Amsterdam, where
Hebrew scholarship and Hebrew printing presses flourished
and where privately owned collections of Hebrew manu-
scripts must have existed. Furthermore, the student of
Hebrew philosophic texts could gain a thorough knowledge

* As for Spinoza’s knowledge of languages, see Epistola 19 (Opera, 1V, p. 95,
1. 12-15); Epistola 26 (p. 159, |. 16); Lucas’ La Vie de feu Monsieur de Spinoza in
A. Wolf, The Oldest Biography of Spinoza, pp. §1-52 and 104.
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of the contents of the unpublished Hebrew translations of
Arabic and Greek authors through the numerous and exten-
sive quotations from their works as well as through the ela-
borate discussions of their views which were to be found in
Hebrew works already published. In Latin the proportion
of printed works in philosophy was greater than in Hebrew,
even of works which were translated into Latin from the
Hebrew. Thus, for instance, the bulk of Averroes” commen-
taries on Aristotle, which were translated into Latin from the
Hebrew, existed in many printed editions in Latin, whereas
in Hebrew they existed only in manuscript form.

To Spinoza these three literatures, Hebrew, Latin, and
Arabic, represented a common tradition. Whatever dif-
ferences he noticed between them, they concerned only
problems of a purely theological and dogmatic nature; the
philosophic basis of all such problems, and especially the dis-
cussion of problems of a purely philosophic nature, he could
not fail to see, were all of a common origin. They were all
based upon Greek philosophy, at the centre of which stood
Aristotle. The same Greek terminology lay behind the Arabic,
Hebrew, and Latin terminology, and the same scientific and
philosophic conceptions formed the intellectual background
of all those who philosophized in Arabic, Hebrew, or Latin.
The three philosophic literatures were in fact one philosophy
expressed in different languages, translatable almost literally
into one another. And within each of these philosophic liter-
atures numerous works existed which were encyclopaedic in
nature, covering as they did the entire range of philosophy,
containing the same roster of problems, the same analyses of
those problems, the same definitions of terms, the same meta-
physical brocards, the same clash of contrasting views, the
same arguments in support or in refutation of each view, and,
barring certain individual differences of emphasis or of inter-
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pretation, arriving also at the same conclusions. A reader
who had mastered any of these books in one of these three
languages found himself treading upon familiar ground when
he came to read any book in the other languages.

We do not know exactly in what language Spinoza would
have written his books had the choice of language been de-
termined by him on the basis of the ease with which he could
express himself in it rather than on the basis of the linguistic
equipment of the readers whom he wished to reach. Had
Spinoza lived in the land of his forefathers, Spain or Portugal,
before the expulsion, or in any other European country where
Jewish philosophy was cultivated, such as Southern France
or Italy, he would have undoubtedly written in Hebrew, for
Hebrew had been the exclusive medium of expression of Jew-
ish philosophers and scientists throughout Europe ever since
the disappearance of Jewish life in Southern Spain under
Moslem rule with the coming of the Almohades in the twelfth
century. The particular attitude of an author toward the
problems of religion was no deterrent to his use of Hebrew,
for every shade of opinion, from extreme adherence to tradi-
tion to the most daring adventures into freedom of thought,
found expression in Hebrew literature. In the intellectual
autonomy which the Jews enjoyed during the Middle Ages,
with the systematic pursuit of the study of philosophy and
the sciences in Jewish schools out of Hebrew books, Jewish
thinkers were always assured of appreciative as well as criti-
cal readers among their own people of whatever views they
chose to express in Hebrew. But toward the end of the fif-
teenth century there appeared Jewish philosophers who,
though brought up on Hebrew philosophic literature and
themselves writing in Hebrew, wrote books in non-Jewish
languages for non-Jewish readers. Elijah Delmedigo, better
known as Helias Hebraeus Cretensis (1460-1497), wrote his
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Quaestiones Tres and his Adnotationes in Dictis Averrois super
Libros Physicorum* in Latin, and Judah Abrabanel, better
known as L.eo Hebraeus (d. 1535), wrote his Dialoghi &’ Amore
in Italian.? In Spinoza’s own time and in the community in
which he was born, Hebrew was still used extensively by his
own teachers and schoolmates in their literary works, but use
was also made by some of them of Spanish and Latin. His
teacher Manasseh ben Israel wrote on theological problems
in Hebrew, Latin, Spanish, and Portuguese. Under these
circumstances, what language Spinoza would have used if he
had chosen that in which self-expression was the easiest for
him can be only conjectured. That it would not have been
Latin or Dutch, in which his books happen to be written, is
quite evident by his own confession. At the time of the pub-
lication of his Principia Philosophiae Cartesianae and Cogitata
Metaphysica (1663) he still felt the deficiency of his Latin,
and before allowing his friends to publish these works he
stipulated that one of them should, in his presence, ““clothe
them in more elegant style.” 3 In 1665, in one of his letters to
Blyenbergh,* he intimates that he could express his thoughts
in Spanish, ‘‘ the language in which I was brought up,” better
than in Dutch. Whether Hebrew was with him, as it was
with many Jewish authors of his time and place, a more
natural vehicle of literary expression is uncertain.

But it is quite certain that Hebrew literature was the
primary source of his knowledge of philosophy and the main
stock upon which all the other philosophic knowledge which

* These two works are printed together with Joannes de Janduno’s Quaestiones
in Libros Physicorum, 1501, and other editions.

2 [t is quite possible, however, that the Dialoghi 4’ Amore was written originally
in Hebrew. Cf. L. Sonne, Lishe'elat ha-Lashon ha-Mekorit shel Wikkuhe ha-Ahakab
li-Yehudah Abarbanel, in Ziyyunim (Berlin, 1929), pp. 142-148. For new evidence
that it was originally written in Hebrew, see below, vol. 11, p. 14.

3 Epistola 13 (Opera, 1V, p. 63, 1. 20-22). 4 Epistola 19 (p. 95, Il. 12-15).
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he later acquired was grafted. He had become familiar with
Hebrew philosophic literature before he began to read phi-
losophy in Latin. His nascent philosophic doubt arose as a
reaction against the philosophy which he read in Hebrew.
With the exception of the new sciences, his readings in Latin
supplied him merely with a new vocabulary for old ideas.
Throughout his discussions of philosophical problems, espe-
cially those bordering upon theology, Hebrew sources appear
as the matrix in which the general outline of ideas was formed.
Other sources appear as insets. It is Hebrew sources, too,
upon which he draws for his casual illustrations. An out-
standing example of this is to be found in his discussion in
Chapter XV of the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus of the two
contrasting attitudes shown by philosophers towards the
problem of the relation of faith to philosophy or of the-
ology to reason. The problem was an old one, and it had
been discussed in Mohammedanism, Christianity, and Juda-
ism alike. In each of these three religions, the two contrast-
ing attitudes had their exponents. In Mohammedanism, such
exponents, to mention but two, were Algazali and Averroes.
In Christianity, two typical exponents of these attitudes
could be found in Bernard of Clairvaux and Abelard. Spi-
noza, however, mentions none of these. He takes Alpakhar
and Maimonides as his examples of typical representatives
of these two contrasting views, and he does so simply because
these were the two men through whose works he first became
acquainted with the nature of the problem. He did not even
feel the need, writing as he did in Latin for non-Jewish read-
ers, to substitute two corresponding Christian authors for
these two Jewish authors, for in Spinoza’s time Jewish phi-
losophy had not yet been eliminated from European phi-
losophy and relegated to the esoteric field of oriental wisdom.
From the thirteenth century down through the seventeenth
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century it was quite fashionable for theologians and phi-
losophers to quote Hebrew authorities by the side of Greek
authorities, and those who followed the habit of quoting
Greek sources in the original Greek also quoted Hebrew
sources in the original Hebrew. The only concession that
Spinoza seems to have made to his non-Jewish readers is that
he referred to his Hebrew authorities with the aloofness of an
outsider.

Following this principle, we go first to Hebrew philosophic
literature for our documents. It is not any particular author
that we go to, but the field of literature as a whole. If one
particular author, Maimonides for instance, happens to be
resorted to more often than others, it is not because he has
been especially selected for our purpose, but because Spinoza
himself would have selected him, for his work is the most ex-
cellent depository of mediaeval philosophic lore, where one
can find the most incisive analyses of philosophic problems,
the most complete summaries of philosophic opinions, the
clearestdefinitionsof terms,and all these couched in happy and
quotable phrases. But we always try to give sufficient paral-
lels from other Hebrew authors so as not to create the errone-
ous impression that we are trying to draw parallels between
one single Hebrew author and Spinoza. In like manner, in
order not to create the erroneous impression that the material
drawn upon is unique in Hebrew philosophic literature, we
quote, or refer to, similar passages in the works of Arabic or
scholastic authors. When the occasion demands, scholastic
sources are resorted to in preference to the Hebrew. Further-
more, in order not to create the erroneous impression that
there is something peculiarly “mediaeval” about the views
we quote from the various mediaeval sources, we trace their
origin to Aristotle’s works. Frequently we string together
a list of names from the various linguistic groups of philos-
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ophy in order to indicate that the views under discussion are
a common philosophic heritage. Before quoting a passage
from a certain book we do not stop to ask ourselves whether
that book was known to Spinoza. In several instances we
rather suspect that the book in question was unknown to
him. But that makes no difference to us. Provided the
idea expressed in the passage under consideration is not un-
common, we assume that it was known to Spinoza, even
though for the time being we do not know exactly the im-
mediate literary source of his knowledge. In such instances,
only one who would arrogate to himself divine omniscience
could assert with certainty that the idea could not be found
in any source available to Spinoza. The burden of proof is
always upon the negative.

But very often certain passages are identified as being the
direct and immediate sources of Spinoza. As a rule Spinoza
does not quote sources literally, even when he mentions them.
In a letter to Meyer, for instance, he introduces his reproduc-
tion of Crescas’ proof of the existence of God by the words
“it reads as follows” (sic sonat),' and yet the passage which
follows is not an exact quotation. But in many instances the
evidence points to certain passages as directly underlying the
utterances of Spinoza. In determining these direct sources it
is not the similarity of single terms or even of single phrases
that guides us, for in the history of philosophy terms and
phrases, no less than the ideas which they express, have a
certain persistency about them and they survive intact
throughout their winding transmigrations. It 1s always a
term or a phrase as imbedded in a certain context, and that
context by its internal structure and by a combination of
enveloping circumstances, that help us to determine direct
literary relationships. When we feel that we are in a position,

* Epistola 12 (Opera, 1V, p. 61, 1. 18).
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for instance, to affirm with reasonable certainty that it is
Thomas Aquinas from whom Spinoza has taken over in the
Scholium to Proposition XXIX of Ethics, I, the distinction
of natura naturans and natura naturata it is not because these
phrases happen to occur in his works, for as phrases they
happen to occur also in the works of other authors; it is only
because Spinoza’s description of these two phrases seems
to be a modification of the description given by Thomas
Aquinas, and also because the reason for the modification of
the description by Spinoza can be adequately accounted for.?
When, again, we are in a position to affirm with reasonable
certainty that it is Crescas from whom Spinoza has taken
over in the Scholium to Proposition XV of Ethics, 1, the
three “examples” by which his “opponents” prove the im-
possibility of an infinite extension and in refutation of them
the three “distinctions” which he mentions in Epistola XII
to Meyer, it is not because these “examples” and ““distinc-
tions” are to be found in Crescas, for as individual ‘“exam-
ples” and “distinctions” they are to be found also in other
authors; it is only because these three ‘““distinctions” are
used by Crescas as refutations of three arguments which
correspond respectively to the three “examples” of Spinoza.
Finally, to take but one more example, when we are in a
position to affirm with reasonable certainty that Spinoza’s
discussion of the highest good, of human society, and of the
virtues in Propositions XIX-LXXIII of Ethics, 1V, is based
upon Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics it is not because we dis-
cover in them certain similarities in individual terms or
phrases; it is only because we discover in them definite liter-
ary similarities in the construction of the arguments.s It is
by such methods that direct literary relationship has been

* Cf. below, pp. 254 f. 2 Cf. below, pp. 264 ff.
3 Cf. below, Vol. I, pp. 233 ff.
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established between Spinoza and many of the authors quoted
in this work.

A list of passages quoted or referred to in this work from
various authors will be found in the Index of References, and
an analysis of topics of each of these authors will be found in
the Index of Subjects and Names. The works quoted or re-
ferred to, it will be noticed, are drawn indiscriminately from
the various linguistic groups of philosophic literature -
Greek, Latin, Hebrew, and Arabic. Conspicuously absent
among them, with the exception of a few references, mostly of
ancillary importance, to Meir ibn Gabbai, Moses Cordovero,
and Abraham Herrera,' is the Cabalistic literature, which
from earliest time has been considered a source of Spinoza’s
philosophy. This exclusion was unintentional; it merely hap-
pened that in our search for documentation we had no occa-
sion to resort to the Cabalistic literature for source material.
Not that the Cabalistic literature could not have furnished
us with apt illustrative material, but there is nothing in the
Cabalistic literature which could be used for our purpose the
like of which we did not find in philosophic literature, for, as
has been said by one of the leading Cabalists, Moses Cor-
dovero: ‘““Know that in matters metaphysical oftentimes the
true masters of Cabala will be found to agree with the phil-
osophers.” ¢ “To follow” would perhaps have been a more
accurate term than “to agree.”

The list of passages is by no means exhaustive. Had we
thought it necessary, we could have added innumerable
parallels to every passage quoted; but our purpose was not
to compile a complete catena of parallel passages. A com-
plete Index of mediaeval philosophy, Latin, Hebrew, and

' Two of the references to Herrera, however, seem to point to a direct literary
connection and are of special significance. Cf. below, pp. 245 and 314.
2 Elimah Rabbati, 1, 16.
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Arabic, is indeed one of the desiderata of scholarship, but
that will have to be done independently of any study of Spi-
noza. Nor are the passages quoted or referred to by us irre-
placeable by similar passages from other works, though we
have always tried to select passages which are most suitable
for our purpose. It would be quite possible to rewrite con-
siderable portions of this work by substituting other quota-
tions for those used by us, without necessarily changing our
present analysis and interpretation of the Ethics, for the
passages quoted are only representative of common views
which were current in the philosophic literature of the past.
Had we thought it desirable, then instead of writing one
single book on the FEthics, we could have written a series
of papers bearing such titles as “Aristotle and Spinoza,”
““Seneca and Spinoza,” ““ Averroes and Spinoza,” ‘“Maimon-
ides and Spinoza,” ‘“Thomas Aquinas and Spinoza,” “‘l.eo
Hebraeus and Spinoza,” * Descartes and Spinoza,” and many
other correlations of Spinoza with names of authors who are
quoted in this work or who could have been quoted. But our
purpose was only to draw upon these authors for material in
building up our interpretation of Spinoza and not to establish
analogies, and we were especially careful to avoid the exten-
sion of analogies beyond the limits of what the actual facts
warranted, and also to avoid the suggestion of influences when
no direct literary relationship could be established. Had we
thought it advisable we could have eliminated all the quota-
tions from our texts, either by omitting them altogether or
by giving them in paraphrase form. But the interpretation
of texts 1s an essential part of our work, and since texts had
to be used, no paraphrase, however felicitous, could take the
place of an exact quotation. Probably the most logical liter-
ary form for this work would have been that of a commen-
tary upon the Ethics preceded by a few general chapters of
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introduction. But we chose our present method because
our purpose was not to comment upon single and isolated
passages of the Ethics, but to show the unity, continuity,
and logical order that runs throughout the work, and withal
to present the philosophy of Spinoza as a systematic whole.
Of all the authors quoted or referred to in this work, it is
only Maimonides and Descartes, and indirectly through
them, and quite as often directly through his own works,
also Aristotle,* that can be said to have had a dominant in-
fluence upon the philosophic training of Spinoza and to have
guided him in the formation of his own philosophy. It would
indeed have been possible, within certain limits, to depict
the philosophy of Spinoza against the simple background
of any one of these three philosophers, except for the fact
that that would not have been a true presentation of the
genesis of his thought, for it had a more complex origin. All
the other authors quoted in this work, however helpful they
may have been in our reconstruction of the Ethics, can be
said to have had a direct influence only upon single passages
in the Ethics, or upon single propositions, or at most upon
certain groups of propositions. To go beyond that and to
attempt to build up an extended analogy between the philo-
sophic systems of any of these authors and Spinoza, on the
mere basis of such isolated parallels of expressions or passages,
even when a direct literary relationship between them could
be established, would only mean the inflation of footnotes
into essays or monographs.

t For lists of authors in rclation to whom Spinoza has been studied, see Ueberweg—
Frischeisen-Kohler—-Moog, Die Philosophie der Neuzeit bis zum Ende des XVIII.
Fahrhunderts (12th ed., 1924), pp. 668 ff.; R. McKeon, The Philosophy of Spinoza
(1928), pp. 322 ff. Among all the studies listed, no less than five on Spinoza and
Maimonides and no less than sixteen on Spinoza and Descartes, there is only the
following one which deals with Spinoza’s relation to Aristotle: Julius Guttmann,
*“Spinozas Zusammenhang mit dem Aristotelismus,” in Fudaica, Festschrift zu Her-
mann Cohens siebaigstem Geburtstage (Berlin, 1912), pp. §15-534.
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But whether direct or indirect, the sources of Spinoza are
more important for us as a means of establishing the meaning
of his text and philosophy than as a means of establishing an
analogy or priority of doctrine. The text of his Ethics is not
a mosaic of quoted or paraphrased passages. Nor has his
philosophy developed as a rash out of the infection of certain
heretical or mystical phrases. It has grown out of the very
philosophy which he discards, and this by his relentless driv-
ing of its own internal criticism of itself to its ultimate logical
conclusion. In our endeavor to reconstruct the processes of
Spinoza’s reasoning, therefore, it is not phrases that we are to
deal with but the thought and the history that lie behind
them and the use that he makes of them. When he says, for
instance, that God is the immanent cause of all things, it is
not enough for us to find some one who had called God an
immanent cause. We have to study the meaning of the term
“immanent” in its complicated historical development and
the particular use made of it by Spinoza throughout his writ-
ings. We shall then discover that he means by it something
quite different from what we should ordinarily take it to
mean.’ Not that we are to assume that Spinoza had actually
gone through all the steps of the investigation which we are to
trudge through in discovering the meaning of such terms —
for that was not necessary for him. He lived in an age when
the traditions of philosophy were still alive, and what we
nowadays have to discover by the painstaking methods of
research came to him naturally as the heritage of a living
tradition.

Studied against the rich background of tradition, even the
most colorless of terms and expressions may become invested
with technical significance of the utmost importance. A case
in point is the special significance which may be discovered in

* Cf. below, pp. 323 ff.
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Spinoza’s choice of the terms “attribute,” “created things,”
and “actuality” in his definition of duration,* and of the
terms “first thing, g

”» ¢

actual,” ““human mind,” “idea,” “in-
dividual thing,” and “actually existing” in his definition of
mind.? Even when Spinoza is obviously merely restating
well-known sources our task is not completed by merely sup-
plying the perfunctory references. We must again study the
meaning of the sources quoted and their implications and
all the possible uses he could have made of them. We shall
often find that what at first sight appears merely as a repe-
tition of what others have said is in reality a criticism of what
they have said. For despite Spinoza’s expressed aversion
toward openly criticizing his opponents,® and perhaps be-
cause of it, his Ethics is primarily an implied criticism of
his opponents. Thus, for instance, when he enumerates the
various meanings of cause and asserts that God is a universal,
efficient, essential, and first cause, it is not enough merely to
identify the immediate source of his statement. We must
study the implications of these terms, and we shall then find
that instead of merely repeating what his predecessors have
said, Spinoza is really challenging their right of saying what
they have said and of applying to their God the term “cause”
in all these senses.# And so throughout the Ethics, from his
opening definition of substance to his concluding description
of the religion of reason, we shall find that behind every posi-
tive statement there is lurking a negative criticism. With
every one of his positive assertions we seem to hear Spinoza’s
challenge to his opponents: I accept your own definitions of
terms, but I use them with greater consistency than you. I
am not unwilling to use your own descriptions of God, but

* Cf. below, pp. 347 ff. 2 Cf. below, Vol. 11, pp. 42 ff.
3 Cf. below, p. 58.
4 Cf. below, pp. 304 ff.
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they are logically more applicable to my God than to yours.
I see no reason why I should not use your own formulae, but
I must give them an interpretation of my own. It is quite
possible for me to adopt with some reservation one of your
views, but I must reject all the others which you consider of
equal probability.

That the Ethics in its literary form is a peculiar piece of
writing is quite apparent. But its peculiarity does not con-
sist in the obvious fact that it is divided into propositions and
demonstrations instead of chapters and sections. It consists
in the fact, which becomes obvious only after a careful study
of the work, that the manner in which it makes use of language
is rather peculiar. It uses language not as a means of expres-
ston but asa system of mnemonic symbols. Wordsdonotstand
for simple ideas but for complicated trains of thought. Argu-
ments are not fully unfolded but are merely hinted at by sug-
gestion. Statements are not significant for what they actu-
ally affirm but for the denials which they imply. Now, the
mere use of the geometrical method cannot explain that, for
even within the geometrical method Spinoza could have been
clearer and more expatiative. To some extent it may be ex-
plained, perhaps, by the cloistered atmosphere in which the
FEthics was conceived and written. No challenging questions
of inquiring students or friends guided Spinoza in the manner
of its exposition or goaded him into a fuller expansion of its
statements. Despite the fact that he allowed himself to enter
into the discussion of problems which troubled the minds of
his correspondents, he never communicated to them the ful-
ness of his own thought or discussed with them the philo-
sophic problems which troubled his own mind. The con-
genial group of merchants, booksellers, medical students, and
holders of public office which formed the immediate circle of
Spinoza’s friends had a layman’s interest in the general prob-
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lems of philosophy, but they could hardly serve as effective
sounding-boards for his views during the experimental stages
of his thinking. They seem to have had a more vigorous
grasp of the problems of theology, in which they were the
liberals of their day, but with all the adventuresomeness of
their spirit they were just beginning to approach the liberal-
ism of the mediaeval writings of Jewish rationalists read by
Spinoza in his early youth, which he had long outgrown.
Spinoza was welcomed by them as an exotic genius to whose
occasional expression of shocking views they could listen in-
dulgently because they could dismiss them from their minds
as a sort of outlandish heresy. In this strange environment,
to which externally he seems to have fully adjusted himself,
Spinoza never felt himself quite free to speak his mind; and
he who among his own people never hesitated to speak out
with boldness became cautious, hesitant, and reserved. It
was a caution which sprang not from fear but from an inner
sense of decorum which inevitably enforces itself on one in
the presence of strangers, especially strangers who are kind.
Quite early in his new career among his newly found friends
he showed evidence of this cautious and guarded attitude,
and when on one occasion he became conscious of it, in the
case of Casearius, he deluded himself into the belief that it
was due to the faults of the latter arising from his youth and
immaturity.” Little did he understand the real cause of his
own behavior, and little did he know to what extent it
stamped his general attitude towards all the others who had
not the faults of youth and immaturity. So long had the
thoughts of this book been simmering in his uncommu-
nicative mind that it was boiled down to a concentrated
essence, and it is this concentrated essence that we are
served in the form of propositions. The Ethics is not a

' Epistola 9 (Opera, 1V, p. 42, ll. 19-26).
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communication to the world; it is Spinoza’s communication
with himself.

In its concentrated form of exposition and in the baflling
allusiveness and ellipticalness of its style, the Ethics may be
compared to the Talmudic and rabbinic writings upon which
Spinoza was brought up, and it is in that spirit in which the
old rabbinic scholars approach the study of their standard
texts that we must approach the study of the Ethics. We
must assume that the Ethics is a carefully written book, in
which there is order and sequence and continuity, and in
which every term and expression is chosen with care and used
with precision. We must try to find out not only what is
within it, but also what is behind it. We must try to under-
stand not only what the author says, but also what he omits
to say, and why he omits it. We must constantly ask our-
selves, with regard to every statement he makes, what is the
reason? What does he intend to let us hear? What is his
authority? Does he reproduce his authority correctly or not?
If not, why does he depart from it? What are the differences
between certain statements, and can such differences be re-
duced to other differences, so as to discover in them a com-
mon underlying principle? In order to understand Spinoza
in full and to understand him well, we must familiarize our-
selves with his entire literary background. We must place
ourselves in the position of students, who, having done the
reading assigned in advance, come to sit at his feet and listen
to his comments thereon. Every nod and wink and allusion
of his will then become intelligible. Words previously quite
unimportant will become charged with meaning. Abrupt
tran