CHAPTER 6

A Visit to Spinoza




Rijnsburg, July 6, 2000

I am sitting in the small garden behind Spinoza’s house. The sun
is out, the air is actually warm, and the silence is almost complete.
Few people drive or walk in the Spinozalaan. Only a black cat is
moving, appearing serene and absorbed in his preparations for a
heavenly, philosophical summer day.

I am looking at the same sky Spinoza must have looked at if
he ever walked out of one of his rooms and sat in this same spot.
And if he did not, on such a day as this, the sun would walk in and
come to his desk, a most welcome event in this climate. This is a
nice place, less confining than the house in The Hague but still
too modest a perch for someone who was observing the entire
universe.
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How does one become Spinoza, I ask myself? Or, to phrase it
differently, how can we explain his strangeness? Here is a man
who firmly disagreed with the leading philosopher of his time,
publicly battled organized religion and was expelled from his own,
rejected the way of life of his contemporaries, and set goals for his
own way of life that some considered saintly and many considered
foolish. Was Spinoza the social aberration he has been made out
to be? Or is he understandable in terms of the culture of his time
and place? Can his behavior be explained by events in his personal
life? I am intrigued by these questions. Leaving aside the fool-
hardiness of attempting to account for anyone’s life satisfactorily,
I believe some tentative answers are possible.

The Age

In spite of his originality, Spinoza does not stand alone in his
historical time. He rose in the middle of the century of genius,
the seventeenth, the period during which the foundations of the
modern world were laid down. Spinoza was a radical, but so was
Galileo when he confirmed and endorsed Copernicus just about
the time Spinoza was born. This was a century that began with
Giordano Bruno being burned at the stake and with the first per-
formances of Shakespeare’s mature version of Hamlet (1601). By
1605 the world had been treated to Francis Bacon’s Advancement
of Learning, Shakespeare’s Lear, and Miguel de Cervantes’s Don
Quixote. Hamlet may well be the emblem of the entire age be-
cause he traverses Shakespeare’s longest play bewildered by
human behavior and puzzled by the possible meaning of life and
death. On the surface the plot may be about the failure to avenge
a wronged father and kill an uncle who is less than kind. But the
theme of the play is Hamlet’s puzzlement, the disquietude of a
man who knows more than those around him and yet not enough
to quench his discomfort with the human condition. Hamlet is
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aware of the science of the day—physics and biology, such as they
are; he goes to the University of Wittenberg, after all—and he
knows about the intellectual dislocations brought about by Martin
Luther and Jean Calvin. But because he cannot make sense of
what he sees, he questions and kvetches at every possible turn. It’s
no coincidence that the word “question” appears more than a
dozen times in Hamiet or that the play begins with a particular
question: “Who’s there?” Spinoza was born into the age of ques-
tioning, an era that might as well be known as the Hamlet age.

Spinoza also was born into the age of the observable fact, when
the antecedents and the consequences of a given action began
to be studied in experiments rather than debated from the comfort
of an armchair. The human intellect already
was in full command of a means to reason
logically and creatively in the manner dem-
onstrated by Euclid. However, to use Albert
Einstein’s words, “before mankind could be
ripe for a science which takes in the whole
of reality, a second fundamental truth was
needed...all knowledge of reality starts
from experience and ends in it.”* Einstein
singled out Galileo as the epitome of this
attitude—he saw him as the “father of mod-
ern science altogether”—but Bacon was
another leading proponent of the new ap-
proach. Both Galileo and Bacon advocated
experimentation and proceeded by the gradual elimination of false
explanations. And Galileo added something else: He believed the
universe could be described in the language of mathematics, a no-

tion that would provide a cornerstone for the emergence of mod-
ern science. Spinoza’s birth coincided with the first flowering of
science in the modern world.
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The importance of measurement was established at this time
and science became quantitative. Scientists now used the induc-
tive method as a tool, and empirical verification became the foun-
dation for thinking about the world. An open season was declared
on ideas that did not accord with fact.

This epoch was so intellectually crowded that roughly about
the time Spinoza was born Thomas Hobbes and Descartes were
rising as philosophical figures and William Harvey was describ-
ing the circulation of the blood. Within Spinoza’s own brief life,
the world also would learn about the work of Blaise Pascal, Jo-
hannes Kepler, Huygens, Gottfried Leibniz, and Isaac Newton
(who was born a mere ten years after Spinoza). As Alfred North
Whitehead says aptly, “There simply was not time for the century
to space out nicely its notable events concerning men of genius.”?

Spinoza’s general attitude toward the world was part of this
new questioning ferment, and was rooted in some remarkable
changes in the manner in which explanations were formulated
and institutions assessed. But knowing where Spinoza fits in the
grand historical scheme and discovering that his brilliance had
company does not explain why Spinoza was the figure of the cen-
tury whose work was banned most fiercely, so fiercely that there is
hardly any reference to his ideas for decades on end, unless it is
derogatory. Spinoza may have been no more radical than Galileo
in his observations, but he was more contusive and even more un-
compromising. He was the most intolerable kind of iconoclast.
He threatened the edifice of organized religion at its foundations,
at once fearlessly and modestly. By extension he threatened the
political structures closely associated with religion. Predictably,
the monarchies of the time sensed the danger, and so did his own
Dutch provinces, the most tolerant state of this era. What sort of

life story can possibly help account for the development of such a
cast of mind?
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The Hague, 1670

When I try to understand Spinoza’s life trajectory, I always return
to The Hague and to his arrival at the Paviljoensgracht, during
a brief calm in between storms, as a pivotal viewpoint to explain
the befores, the afters, and the becauses. Spinoza was thirty-eight
when he arrived in The Hague, alone, as was his custom. He
brought a bookcase with his library, a desk, a bed, and his lens-
making equipment. He would complete The Ethics in the two
rooms he rented in the Paviljoensgracht, work daily at the manu-
facturing of lenses, receive hundreds of visitors and rarely travel
any significant distance. He would go to Utrecht once and to Am-
sterdam many times, neither being much farther than thirty
miles from The Hague, but he never went further than that. One
thinks of Immanuel Kant, another distinguished loner a century
later who managed to beat Spinoza’s record: He spent an entire
lifetime in Konigsberg and is said to have ventured out of the
city only once. Beyond the aversion to travel and the intellectual
caliber, there is little resemblance between the two men. Kant
wished to combat the perils of passion with dispassionate reason;
Spinoza wished to combat a dangerous passion with an irre-
sistible emotion. The rationality Spinoza craved required emotion
as an engine. The two men were not alike in manner, either, as far
as I can picture them. Kant, at least late Kant, was tense and for-
mal, the epitome of polite circumspection. A bit of a dry stick. Spi-
noza was amiable and relaxed, albeit courtly and ceremonial in
gesture. Late Spinoza—if we can talk about late when someone
reaches forty—was kind, almost sweet, in spite of his quick wit
and sharp tongue.

For a few months before moving to the Paviljoensgracht Spi-
noza had rented rooms just around the corner in the Stillev-
erkade. But the rent was too high, or so he thought, and he did not
stay long. Before the Stilleverkade he had lived for seven years in
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Voorburg, a small suburb due east of The Hague; and before that,
he had spent two years in Rijnsburg, a town close to Leiden, mid-
way between Amsterdam and The Hague. From the time he left
the family home to the time he moved to Rijnsburg, Spinoza lived
in varied places in Amsterdam or nearby. Sometimes he was the
guest of friends, sometimes a boarder. He never owned a house
and he never occupied more than a bedroom and a study.

Spinoza’s frugality was self-imposed. Notwithstanding the
ups and downs of his father’s business, Spinoza was born into
a wealthy family. His uncle Abraham was one of Amsterdam’s
wealthiest merchants, and Spinoza’s mother had brought a large
dowry into her marriage. Yet by his late twenties Spinoza had be-
come indifferent to personal wealth and social status, although
he continued to see nothing wrong with business profits. He
simply did not find money and possessions rewarding, although
he thought they could be, for others, and that the determination of
how much wealth one should accumulate and how much spend-
ing was needed or appropriate rested with each individual. Let
each be the judge.

He arrived at this attitude toward wealth and social status
gradually and amid conflict. Spinoza appreciated the value of his
education and knew that it would not have been possible without
his family’s financial and social position. Between his late adoles-
cence and age twenty-four, he was a businessman and for a time
he was in charge of the family firm. At that point, he certainly
cared for money enough to take fellow Jews to the Dutch court
when they did not pay their debts. This was a brazen act from the
perspective of the community because any kind of conflict among
Jews was to be resolved within the walls of the community and by
its leaders. And when his father died leaving the firm with a con-
siderable number of debts, Spinoza did not hesitate to make him-
self a warden of the Dutch court and to be named priority creditor
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of his inheritance. On the subject of money and possessions this
last episode was a watershed. Spinoza renounced the inheritance
altogether except for one item: his parents’ bed. The ledikant would
accompany him from place to place, and he would eventually die
in it. I find the fixation on the ledikant fascinating, by the way. Of
course, there were practical reasons to keep the bed, at least for
some time. A ledikant is a canopied, four-poster bed with heavy
curtains that can be drawn to transform it into a warm, isolated is-
land. In Spinoza’s time the ledikant was a sign of affluence. The
common bed in Amsterdam houses was the armoire bed—Tliter-
ally, a bed inside a spacious wall closet whose doors could be open
at night. But imagine holding on to the bed in which your parents
conceived you, in which you played as an infant, and in which
your parents died, and deciding to sleep there forever, live there,
practically. Spinoza never had to dream about a long lost Rosebud
because he never had to let go of it.

Midway through Spinoza’s short life, historical circumstances
had reduced the value and profitability of the family firm, although
this was hardly a catastrophic collapse. There is little doubt that
as a smart and enterprising businessman, Spinoza could have
turned these failing fortunes around. But by then Spinoza had
discovered thinking and writing as his sources of satisfaction, and
needed little to support a life dedicated to them. On several occa-
sions, Spinoza’s friend Simon de Vries attempted to provide him
with a stipend, but Spinoza never accepted. When the dying
de Vries tried to make Spinoza his heir, Spinoza dissuaded him
and insisted he would only accept a small annuity to help make
ends meet, a sum of 500 florins. And when de Vries died and be-
queathed the small pension they had agreed upon, Spinoza re-
duced the sum further and accepted only 300 florins. He told de
Vries’ baffled brother that the smaller amount would be more
than sufficient. Later, he also refused a generous offer to become
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a professor of philosophy at the University of Heidelberg—a po-
sition offered on Leibniz’ recommendation—although the main
reason for the refusal probably had to do with the potential loss of
his intellectual freedom. Even so, declining the professorship cer-
tainly meant that he valued his thinking more than he did the
comforts that the Elector Palatine was making available in Hei-
delberg. Spinoza subsisted on his lens manufacturing work and,
after 1667, on the small pension from de Vries. The money was
enough to pay room and board; to buy paper, ink, glass, and to-
bacco; and to satisfy the doctor’s bills. He required nothing else.

Amsterdam, 1632
Life was not always like this, for better or worse. Spinoza’s father,
Miguel de Espinoza, was a prosperous Portuguese merchant, and
so had been Spinoza’s paternal grandfather. When Spinoza was
born in 1632, Miguel was trading sugar, spices, dried fruit, and
Brazilian woods from his warehouse. He was a respected member
of the Jewish community, which numbered about 1,400 families,
almost exclusively of Sephardic Portuguese origin. He was a major
contributor to the Portuguese synagogue. On several occasions
he was a governor (a parnas) of the school and synagogue, and in
the last years of his life he was a member of the mahamad, the lay
governing group of the congregation. He was a close friend of
Rabbi Saul Levi Mortera, one of the most influential rabbis of this
period in Amsterdam. Uncle Abraham was a friend of Rabbi
Menassah ben Israel, another notable rabbi of the age. Like so
many Sephardic Jews, they had fled Portugal and the Inquisition,
first to Nantes in France and then to the low countries, establish-
ing themselves in Amsterdam not long before Spinoza’s birth. Spi-
noza’s mother, Hana Deborah, also came from a prosperous
Sephardic Jewish family of Portuguese and Spanish lineage.

The Inquisition had been established much later in Portugal
than in Spain. In Portugal it began in 1536 and only gathered mo-
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mentum after 1580. The long delay had given Portuguese Jews the
opportunity to immigrate to Antwerp and later to Amsterdam,
lands of greater promise than Northern Africa, Northern Italy, and
Turkey, where Spanish Jews had immigrated a century earlier.

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Netherlands,
and Amsterdam in particular, was indeed a promised land. Un-
like virtually everywhere else in Europe, the social and political
structure was marked by relative racial tolerance (extended to
Jews, espedially if they were Sephardic) and relative religious tol-
erance (extended gladly to Jews, but not so warmly to Catholics).
The aristocracy was reasonably educated and benevolent. The
House of Orange did have princes, but they held the post of stad-
holder, a president of sorts responsible to a council of the Dutch
provinces. The Netherlands was a republic, and for a long period
during Spinoza’s life the stadholder was not the prince of Orange
but rather an intelligent commoner. The Dutch introduced the
makings of contemporary justice and modern capitalism. Com-
merce was respected. Mone); was supremely valued. The govern-
ment created laws to permit citizens to buy and sell freely and to
the best advantage. A large bourgeoisie flourished and devoted
itself to the pursuit of property and a life of comfort. The more
enlightened Calvinist leaders welcomed the contributions Por-
tuguese Jewish merchants made to those pursuits.

In spite of the cultural uprooting, the Jewish community was cul-
turally rich and financially affluent. There certainly were difficul-

_ties imposed by exile, internal religious tensions, and the need to

comply with a host country. Yet the group probably was more
close-knit than it would have been in Portugal dispersed over a far
larger area and under the erratic shadow of the Inquisition. The
Jews practiced their religion freely at home and in the synagogue.
Business flourished and even managed to survive the economic
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downturns that followed multiple wars with Spain and Britain. It
even was possible to use the mother tongue, Portuguese, without
stigma, at home, at work, and in the synagogue.

There was no Jewish quarter in Amsterdam. Jews could re-
side anywhere they wished and could afford. Most affluent Jews
chose to live around the Burgwaal, and this is where the Spinoza
family lived, not far from where the Sephardic synagogue, which
consolidated the three original Jewish communities of Amster-
dam, eventually was built in the Houtgracht in 1639. (The im-
pressive Portuguese synagogue that still stands today was erected
nearby in 16775.) Many non-Jews had houses in the same area, and
one of them was Rembrandt, who lived on the Breestraat in a
house that still stands. There is no evidence that Rembrandt and
Spinoza ever met, although from the overlap of dates (Rembrandt
lived from 1606 to 1669; Spinoza from 1632 to 1677) they cer-
tainly could have. Rembrandt knew several members of the Jew-
ish congregation, some of whom were avid art collectors. He
painted several of them in portraits, street scenes, and in the syn-
agogue, and illustrated a book by Menassah ben Israel, the most
famous scholar of the time and eventually one of Spinoza’s teach-
ers. In turn, Rembrandt consulted ben Israel for the details of his
painting of Belshazzar’s Feast. It would be nice to discover that
Rembrandt painted Spinoza’s portrait, but there is no sign that he
did. Legend has it that Rembrandt did use Spinoza’s likeness in
his painting Saul and David, which he created around the time
Spinoza was expelled from the synagogue. The picture depicts
David playing the harp for Saul (and is entirely different from
Rembrandt’s other painting on the subject, David Playing the Harp
for Saul). David’s frame and features could indeed be Spinoza’s.
More importantly, Spinoza could be reconceived as David—small
but unexpectedly strong, capable of destroying Goliath and dis-
pleasing Saul, capable of being King himself.3
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The limits imposed by the Protestant Dutch were few and
clear. The Dutch had targeted Catholics as enemies, especially the
Spanish Catholics with their demonic and bellicose expansionist
plans. The Jews also considered Catholics enemies, especially the
Spanish Catholics who, not content with creating a ferocious In-
quisition, pressured the Portuguese to create their own. Under
these circumstances the Jews and the Dutch were natural friends.
Besides, the business of the Dutch was business and the Por-
tuguese Jews brought good business to the Dutch provinces. The
Jews controlled an extensive network of commercial and banking
connections in the Iberian Peninsula, Africa, and Brazil, second
to none. Descartes would say of Amsterdam that everyone but he
was so engaged in trade and so mindful of his own profit that
one could live an entire life there without ever being noticed.
(That was wishful thinking and almost true, although Descartes
hardly escaped attention.) When Spinoza was growing up, Jews
accounted for about 10 percent of the members on the Amster-
dam Stock Exchange and were vital for a number of missions hav-
ing to do with arms sales and international banking. By 1672,
Amsterdam’s Jewish community had grown to about 7,500 mem-
bers. It accounted for 13 percent of the bankers but less than four
percent of the population. (Simon Schama points out that the
prosperity of the Jewish community in Amsterdam probably is
due to the fact that they were a significant but nondominant part
of the city’s life, banking included.4) It is hardly surprising that
the Dutch were supportive of the Jews. As long as they did not try
to convert the Protestants to the Jewish faith, or marry them, they
were free to practice their religion and teach that religion to their
children.

Never mind how welcoming Amsterdam was, one cannot
imagine Spinoza’s young life without the shadow of exile. The lan-
guage was a daily reminder. Spinoza learned Dutch and Hebrew,
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and later Latin, but he spoke Portuguese at home, and either Por-
tuguese or Castilian Spanish at school. His father always spoke
Portuguese at work and at home. All transactions were recorded in
Portuguese; Dutch was used only to deal with Dutch customers.
Spinoza’s mother never learned Dutch. Spinoza would lament that
his mastery of Dutch and Latin never equaled that of Portuguese
and Castilian. “I really wish I could write to you in the language in
which I was brought up,” he wrote to one of his correspondents.

Manners and dress were another reminder that, prosperity
aside, this was exile rather than the homeland. The Sephardim
were aristocratic in garb and bearing, cosmopolitan and worldly.
Their ways reflected the life of the aristocratic businessmen in
southern Europe—the word Sephardic refers to those who come
from the cities of the south, known as Sepharad. Life in the
Sepharad mixed work and socializing to a considerable degree,
prompted perhaps by the milder climate. There was a concern for
elegant and luxurious garments, and an ear attuned to news from
the most faraway places, which arrived daily in the merchant
ships calling at large ports such as Lisbon or Porto. The Dutch
must have seemed too practical and hardworking by comparison.

Spinoza may have been destined, at first, for a career in busi-
ness, but instead he became a brilliant student of Judaism, men-
tored by Rabbi Mortera and Rabbi ben Israel. Community leaders
had brought these two Jewish scholars to Amsterdam in the hope

of redressing the watering down of religious practices that fol-

lowed centuries of sojourn in the Iberian Peninsula. The time was
ripe for a revival of Jewish traditions now that the community was
wealthy, geographically cohesive and religious practices no longer
needed to be secret. The Jews formed a nagdo, the Portuguese
word for nation, and Amsterdam would become a new Jerusalem
in that nation. In this climate of rebirth and new hope, the prodi-
gious intelligence of young Spinoza was properly cherished.
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Spinoza proved to be a diligent and hardworking student. But
the same diligence and inquisitiveness that made him an author-
ity on the Talmud also made him question the foundations of
the knowledge he so thoroughly absorbed. He was developing
conceptions of human nature that eventually would diverge from
that knowledge. The drift seems to have been gradual and the
community probably did not notice until Spinoza had become a
businessman around age eighteen or so. Even then there were no
direct confrontations with the synagogue, mostly rumors, and
Spinoza continued to be a member in good standing. The signs
were clear, however. Spinoza had formed close friendships with
several non-fews, among them Simon de Vries, a wealthy bus-
iness colleague whose family owned a splendid house on the
Singel and an estate in Schiedam, near Amsterdam, and he was
beginning to drift from the community. But worse was yet to
come.

No later than age twenty and perhaps as early as eighteen,
Spinoza enrolled in the school of Frans Van den Enden with the
stated purpose of learning Latin. Van den Enden was a lapsed
Catholic, a free thinker, a polyglot, and a polymath. He held both
medical and law degrees and was knowledgeable in philosophy,
politics, religion, music, the arts, you name it. Van den Enden’s
gargantuan appetite for life had not landed him in trouble, yet, but
he created trouble for young Spinoza. At first quietly, then openly,
first as an adolescent, then as a young man, Spinoza tasted life
outside the community’s paradise. He also spoke his mind and
acted his mind. The community reacted with disappointment,
then outrage.

By 1656, two years after his father died, the twenty-four-year-old
Spinoza, now responsible for the family firm—*“Bento y Gabriel
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de Espinosa”—had continued to support the synagogue finan-
cially. Yet, liberated from any fear of embarrassing his father in
front of the community, he made no secret of his ideas regarding
the nature of human beings, God, and the practice of religion,
none of which accorded easily with Jewish teachings. His philos-
ophy was taking shape and he talked freely about his ideas. No
amount of pleading from former mentors silenced his voice. No
appeals moved him. No bribes or threats changed his mind. A
murder attempt by a fellow Jew almost put an end to the commu-
nity’s embarrassment, although it is by no means certain that the
synagogue was behind the deed. The large cloak Spinoza was
wearing on the night he was to be stabbed kept the blade away
from his slim body. Spinoza lived to tell, undeterred, and kept
the cloak as a memento. Finally, as a last recourse, the syna-
gogue decided to exclude him from the community altogether. In
1656 Spinoza was formally banished. Thus came to an end the
privileged life of he who was born Bento Spinoza, the name he
signed as a businessman, but was known by the community as
Baruch Spinoza. Thus began the twenty-one-year life of Benedic-
tus Spinoza, the philosopher whose mature years were spent in
The Hague.

Ideas and Events

If Spinoza’s small library is any indication, the new philosophy
and the new physics of his time were important influences in his
development. Books by Descartes and physicists were the most
frequent items in Spinoza’s bookcase. Hobbes also was repre-
sented, as was Bacon. But Spinoza must have read prolifically in
his younger years, borrowing from his circle of well-read friends
books that we will never be able to trace. Without a doubt Spinoza
was acquainted with new methods for the evaluation of scientific
evidence, new facts from physics and medicine, and new ideas
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presented by Descartes and Hobbes, perhaps the most read of
modern thinkers during Spinoza’s formative years. Spinoza was
not a systematic experimenter—but then, neither was Bacon. Yet
he had a grasp of empirical science from his readings and per-
haps from his work in optics. He certainly knew how to evaluate
facts. His achievements canre from logical reflection on a consid-
erable body of new scientific evidence and were complemented by
a rich intuition.

Frans Van den Enden’s school and the headmaster himself
may have been critical catalysts in Spinoza’s intellectual develop-
ment. Van den Enden’s circle was ideal for Spinoza to discuss
ideas that obviously had been simmering in his young mind and
that needed some open, if limited, debate to mature. Van den
Enden ran a fancy school (located on the Singel, one of the main
canal streets of Amsterdam), frequented by the children of well-
to-do Dutch merchants who wanted their young to be worldly. Be-
fore opening his school Van den Enden ran a bookshop and art
gallery, In de Kunst-Winkel, that was quite an attractive meeting
place for intelligent youths yearning for unconventional ideas.
With his energy and erudition, Van den Enden cut a charismatic
figure and it is easy to imagine him as a genial and sly leader of
young political and religious dissidents. (He was around fifty
when Spinoza met him and seventy when he was hanged in
France in the aftermath of a failed plot to overthrow Louis XIV. He
spoke good French, but was not aristocratic enough to deserve the
glory of the guillotine.)

Spinoza first joined the Van den Enden school because he
needed to learn Latin, the lingua franca of philosophy and science
that his otherwise broad education had not yet included. But he
did not just learn Latin at the school. He learned of philosophy,
medicine, physics, history, and politics, including those of free
love that the libertine Van den Enden advocated. Spinoza must have
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approached this shop of forbidden pleasures with abandon and de-
light. Van den Enden’s was a school for scandal if ever there was
one, and it also seems to have given Spinoza his first taste of love in
the person of his young Latin tutor, Clara Maria Van den Enden.

Acquaintance with Van den Enden produced a notable inflec-
tion in Spinoza’s life at a time when other personal changes were
taking place. In the few years that preceded his enrollment, at
about age seventeen or eighteen, Spinoza had become an active
businessman in his father’s firm. Entering the world of business
meant interrupting his formal studies, although he remained a
part of synagogue life and appears to have joined a discussion
group led by Rabbi ben Israel, the sort of intellectual gathering
that would have been accessible only to advanced students of Ju-
daism. Entering the world of commerce also meant encountering
like-minded young business colleagues who were not Jewish. They
included Jarig Jelles, a Mennonite in his thirties, Pieter Balling, a
Catholic of unknown age, and Simon de Vries, a Quaker three
years younger than Spinoza. The three men did not have Spinoza’s
intellectual caliber, but they shared a dissident streak, religiously
and politically; an avidity to debate new ideas; and a youthful ap-
petite for life. Juan de Prado, the only Jewish contemporary Spi-
noza befriended, was another young dissident repeatedly censored
by the synagogue for his heretic comments and eventually expelled
as well. The stage was set for a major influence of the new and sec-
ular on Spinoza’s barely beginning adulthood.

The influence of the new has to be seen in the perspective of
the old. The new ideas of Spinoza’s questioning age sharply con-
flicted with the old ideas of the community in which he had been
educated. Spinoza studied the Talmud and the Torah, and read the
Kabbalah texts that came out of the Sephardic tradition and were
especially popular among the Portuguese Jews of Amsterdam.
The clash could hardly have been more dramatic. There were mir-
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acles in the old texts, but scientific explanations for those miracles
could be formulated from the new facts. There was a blind trust
in mystery and hidden meanings in old texts, but new evidence
made it possible to explain the mysteries. The old superstitions
could be exposed for what they were.

The clash might have been inevitable, but Spinoza’s personal
history made it all the more likely. Spinoza’s mother died when he
was six and she not yet thirty, and her loss was another shadow
in this otherwise fortunate upbringing.5 Not much is known
about her, but her contribution to the development of young Spi-
noza is likely to have been considerable, and her death a deeply
felt event. I do not imagine there was much childhood left after
that, if ever such a childhood had been meant to be. Descriptions
of the ten-year-old Spinoza helping with his father’s business
while frequenting school leave the impression of a premature
adulthood. The boy was exposed to the real world of commerce
and to the glories and frailties of human beings struggling to make
a living in the teeming microcosm of Amsterdam. Miguel de Es-
pinoza remarried three years after Spinoza’s mother died, and the
closeness to his father seems to have increased. The story goes
that in spite of his active participation in the community’s reli-
gious life, Miguel had little patience for hypocritic behavior, reli-
gious or not. He derided ceremonial piety and taught his son how
to tell true from false when it came to human relations. Not sur-
prisingly, young Spinoza despised superstition and artificiality.
He was noticeably cocky, and his wit often embarrassed his teach-
ers. Also, Miguel never made a secret of his skepticism on the mat-
ter of the immortal soul. Spinoza was certainly primed to see
beyond the facade of piety and must have become alert to the large
distance between the prescriptions of the religious texts and the
daily practices of common mortals. Spinoza’s questioning of the
merits of rituals seems to have begun at home.



