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A portrait of Baruch Spinoza painted by Franz Wulthagen.

By lan Buruma, Mr. Buruma is the author of “Spinoza: Freedom’s Messiah.”

The Enlightenment philosopher Baruch Spinoza almost died for his ideals one day in
1672.

Spinoza, a Sephardic Jew born in Amsterdam in 1632, was a passionate and outspoken
defender of freedom, tolerance and moderation. And so when Johan de Witt, the great
liberal statesman of the Dutch Republic, whose political motto was “true freedom,” was
lynched and mutilated by a mob whipped into a frenzy by reactionary rabble-rousers
tacitly backed by orthodox Calvinist clerics, Spinoza wanted to rush onto the scene and
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place a sign that read (in Latin): “The lowest of barbarians.” If his landlord hadn’t held
him back, the gentle philosopher would surely have been lynched himself.

Spinoza suffered much for his lifelong dedication to the freedom of thought and
expression. His view that God did not create the world, and his disbelief in miracles and
the immortality of the soul so enraged the rabbis of his Sephardic synagogue in
Amsterdam that he was banished from the Jewish community for life at the age of 23.
Only one of his books, about the French philosopher Descartes, could be published
under his own name during his lifetime. His other works, arguing against religious
superstition and clerical authority, and for intellectual and political liberty, were
considered so inflammatory that his authorship had to be disguised.

There were other great thinkers in the 17th century, such as Thomas Hobbes and
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, who prepared the ground for the Enlightenment of the 18th
century. But few still appeal as much to our imagination as Spinoza does. Living now as
we do in a time of book-banning, intellectual intolerance, religious bigotry and populist
demagoguery, his radical advocacy of freedom still seems fresh and urgent.

This is perhaps why new books about him are coming out all the time, including
Jonathan Israel’s 2023 magnum opus “Spinoza, Life and Legacy” Steven Nadler’s
“Think Least of Death: Spinoza and How to Live and Die,” and even a novel, “The
Spinoza Problem,” by the psychiatrist Irvin Yalom. And all that for a philosopher who
was denounced by Christians and Jews as the devil’s disciple long after his own time.
Spinoza’s idea that God was not a thinking or creative being but nature itself was
considered so scandalous that George Eliot, the British novelist who translated
Spinoza’s “Ethics” in the 1850s, still insisted that her name not be mentioned in
connection with the thinker she unreservedly admired.

Spinoza was convinced that all people, regardless of their religious or cultural
background, were imbued with the capacity to reason and that we should seek the truth
about ourselves and the world we live in. He insisted that our rational faculties could
provide us with not only more precise knowledge but also with a path toward a happier
life and better politics. In an essay called “On the Correction of the Understanding,” he
wrote, “True philosophy is the discovery of the ‘true good,” and without knowledge of the
true good human happiness is impossible.” That true good, in Spinoza’s view, can only
be found through reason and not through religion, tribal feelings or authoritarianism.

Unlike Thomas Hobbes, who believed that only an absolute monarch could keep man’s
violent impulses in check, Spinoza was an early proponent of a democratic ideal and
representative government. But a free republic could only survive under a government
of reasonable men who knew how to cope with conflicting interests rationally. As
Spinoza put it, perhaps a little too optimistically, in his “Theological-Political Treatise”:
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“To look out for their own interests and retain their sovereignty, it is incumbent on them
most of all to consult the common good and to direct everything according to the dictate
of reason.”

If Spinoza was the devil’s disciple, he was a very gentle one. Nothing in his life gave off
even a whiff of scandalous behavior. The German poet Heinrich Heine compared
Spinoza to Jesus Christ, as a Jew who suffered for his teaching. A quiet, introspective
bachelor who wore a signet ring with the Latin word for “caution,” he hated conflict and
had the courtly manners of his Iberian ancestry. But his virtuous life only made religious
believers even more furious: How could a Godless man be morally irreproachable? Here,
then, was a clash which we can still recognize, between those who believe that moral
behavior can only come from religious belief and those who think it can emanate from
reason.

The greatest enemies of his kind of truth-seeking in Spinoza’s time were the orthodox
Calvinists who still dominated academic and religious life — and to some extent politics
— in the Dutch Republic. Catholics in France, strict Anglicans in England and the rabbis
who expelled him were no different. Their idea of truth was revealed in the Holy Bible
by God’s words. They saw Spinoza’s philosophy as a direct challenge to their authority.
And so his blasphemous insistence on rational thinking and the freedom to challenge
religious dogma had to be crushed.

Religious dogma is often still used today to crack down on the free thought. This is the
case in Muslim theocracies, such as Iran. But it is true also of evangelical Christians in
the United States, who insist on the removal of books in public libraries and schools that
supposedly offend their moral beliefs grounded in religion.

Dogmatic oppression of intellectual freedom need not always be religious, however.
Chinese citizens cannot express themselves freely, as long as the government insists that
all views conform to party ideology. As with religious ideologues, they like to claim that
dissident ideas “offend the feelings of the people.”

In the United States and increasingly in many parts of Europe, other kinds of ideological
thinking, some of them with commendable social goals, such as social or racial justice,
put pressure on intellectual freedom as well. Spinoza’s insistence on the primacy of our
capacity to reason would not sit well with the notion that our thoughts are driven by
collective identities and historical traumas. He was against tribalism of any kind. And he
would not have considered offended communal feelings as a rational argument.

Spinoza is sometimes dismissed as a rationalist who had no understanding of human
emotions, but he knew perfectly well that we are feeling human beings and that
emotions can get the better of us. One of his greatest fears, no less germane today than
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in his time, was that mobs, whipped up by malevolent leaders, would squash free
thinking with violence.

The way to deal with religious beliefs and human emotions, in Spinoza’s opinion, was
not to try to ban them or pretend they didn’t exist. Let people believe what they want, as
long as philosophers could enjoy the freedom to think. In his ideal republic, there would
be a kind of civic religion, beyond the authority of clerics, that would improve and
safeguard moral behavior. In his own words: “The worship of God and obedience to him
consists only in justice and loving kindness or in love toward one’s neighbor.”

In the universities, too, Spinoza did not think that the religious approach to truth could
be abolished. The answer was to separate religious knowledge from science. There was
room for both, without one encroaching on the turf of the other.

In our own time, we see demagogues inciting the masses with irrational and hateful
fantasies. We see universities torn by ideological struggles that make free inquiry
increasingly difficult. Once again there is a conflict between the scientific and the
ideological approaches to truth. For example, the notion in some progressive circles that
the teaching of mathematics is a form of toxic white supremacy and must be pressed
into the service of correcting racial injustices, is, as some people might put it,
problematic.

This certainly would have puzzled Spinoza, but he might have helped us find a way out.
We could follow his example of distinguishing between different ways to find the truth.
It is true that racial and other social injustices persist and should be corrected, but the
logic of mathematics is universal and must not be compromised to further the interests
of particular minorities. Scientific inquiry should be culturally and racially neutral.

The freedom to act and think rationally, not dogmatically, is by far Spinoza’s greatest
legacy. It is the only way to combat the threat of irrational ideas, stirred up hatreds and
the confusion of science and faith. And it may be the only way to save our Republic.

lan Buruma is the author of several books, including, “The Collaborators™ and, most
recently, “Spinoza: Freedom’s Messiah.”
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