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W . N . A . K L E V E R 

1 Spinoza's life and works 

Benedict (Baruch) Spinoza's life is usually summarized in a few lines, 
as follows. He was born in 1632 in Amsterdam as a son of Jewish 
Marrano immigrants from Portugal. After having been educated as a 
Jew, he was excommunicated in 1656. While earning his livelihood, 
first by commerce and later by grinding lenses, he learned Latin in the 
school of Franciscus van den Enden and conversed with a circle of 
Amsterdam Collegiants, who were dedicated to Cartesianism. He 
lived in Rijnsburg near Leiden (1660-3), in Voorburg near The Hague 
(1663-70), and in The Hague (1670 onward). He published in 1663 
under his own name Descartes's "Principles of Philosophy" [Renati 
Des Cartes Principiorum Philosophiae, Pars I et II, More Geometrico 
demonstratae), and anonymously in 1670 the Theological-Political 
Treatise [Tractatus Theologico-Politicus). After his death (February 
2i, 1677) his Opera Posthuma - containing in Latin his main work 
the Ethics, Demonstrated in Geometrical Order {Ethica, Ordine Geo­
metrico demonstrata), the Correspondence [Epistulae), the unfin­
ished Political Treatise [Tractatus Politicus), the unfinished Treatise 
on the Emendation of the Intellect [Tractatus de Intellectus Emenda-
tione), and a Compendium of Hebrew Grammar [Compendium 
Grammatices Linguae Hebraeae) - was published by his friends. 
They also produced a Dutch translation of the Opera Posthuma (with­
out the Hebrew Grammar), called De Nagelate Schriften, in the same 
year. An early forerunner of the Ethics, in Dutch and entitled Short 
Treatise on God, Man, and His Weil-Being [Korte Verhandeling van 
God, de Mensch en des zelfs Welstand), was discovered and published 
in the nineteenth century. Spinoza was a seventeenth-century ratio­
nalist philosopher much decried on account of his atheism. 

Even in this rough survey some features are false, inaccurate, or 
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slightly misleading. For the purpose of a reliable biography, a critical 
discussion of the available biographical documents is unavoidable. 
This is the more necessary because the old biographies sometimes 
show considerable differences in their presentation. I warn the 
reader that this chapter is a reconstruction of Spinoza's life story on 
the basis of a new interpretation of the sources and the presentation 
of some new sources. I will, however, offer the basic material so that 
the reader may judge whether I am right or not. 

Baruch's father, Michael Spinoza, born in 1587 in Vidiger (Portu­
gal), was a respected and influential member of the Jewish commu­
nity in Amsterdam. He was regularly elected a member of the 
Pamassim {Senhoies Quinze), a board which discussed common af­
fairs. He earned his living as a merchant,- he must have traded in 
dried citrus fruit. Business was successful in the period before 1652,-
his bank balances were high. He lived in the Amsterdam Jewish 
quarter Vlooienburg, the place where today the Music House and 
Townhall are erected.1 Michael married three times within his own 
family: first to Rachel de Spinoza, who died in 1627; then to Hanna 
Debora Despinosa, who died in 1638; and finally to Ester d'Espinosa, 
who died in 1653. Two children, Isaac and Rebecca, were born to 
Michael and Rachel; Baruch, Mirjam, and Gabriel were born to Mi­
chael and Debora. 

Spinoza was born on November 24, 1632 and given the Jewish 
name "Baruch," although his family called him "Bento." "Baruch," 
"Bento," and the later latinization "Benedict" or "Benedictus" 
have the same meaning, namely "blessed person." His mother 
tongue was Portuguese, but as a young child Bento would very 
quickly have picked up some Dutch words when playing on the 
street with Dutch children. Spanish was the cultural language 
among the Sephardim Marranos, whose forefathers had been ex­
pelled from Spain to Portugal. But the education, of course, was 
primarily an introduction to Hebrew, the language of the Holy 
Scripture, and the study of the Law and the Talmud. His parents 
sent him to the excellent Talmud Torah school, which was famous 
because of its well-planned educational system. A certain rabbi 
Sabattai Scheftel Hurwitz, who visited Amsterdam in 1649, wrote: 
"I also came in their school, which was lodged in a large building. I 
saw that the small children learned the Pentateuch from the first to 
the last words, after this the other twenty-four Books of the Bible 
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and then the whole Mischna." Among Spinoza's schoolmasters 
were the famous Saul Levi Morteira2 and Menasseh ben Israel.3 He 
must have attended the school unti l he was a young man of about 
fourteen years old.* 

Historians suggest today that he did not finish the higher educa­
tion which prepares for the rabbinate, but that he became involved 
in commercial activities, first together with his father and then, 
from 1654 onward, when his father had died, together with his 
brother Gabriel in the firm of "Bento y Gabriel Despinoza." In April 
and May 1655 the young merchant had a bitter experience with a 
debtor named Anthonij Alveres who failed to repay a large amount 
of money. Alveres even assaulted him, as is attested in an official 
document: 

Today, the 7th of May, 1655, appeared before me, Adriaen Lock, notary &c. 
in the presence of the witnesses mentioned hereafter, Hendrick Fransen, 
about 35 years old and Jan Lodwijcxsen, about 32 years old, both in the 
service of the honourable Cornelis de Vlamingh from Outshooren, chief-
sheriff of this city, and in true words and offering to take the oath, they 
solemnly testified, declared and attested at the request of Bento Dispinose, 
merchant here, that it is true that about a week and a half ago, without 
remembering the exact day, they arrested at the request of the requisi-
tionist, the person of Anthonij Alveres for debt and that they took him to 
the inn De Vier Hollanders in the Nes here, to obtain payment of a certain 
bill of exchange of five hundred guilders that the requisitionist owned, 
chargeable to him and that said Anthonij Alveres then asked the requisi­
tionist to come to the inn to reach an agreement with him; that when the 
requisitionist arrived there, the said Anthonij Alveres hit the requisitionist 
on the head with his fist without there having been spoken a word in return 
and without the requisitionist doing anything. (Vaz Diaz and Van der Tak 
1982,: 160; emphasis added) 

In March 1656 we see Spinoza - through the mediation of the 
Orphan-master Lous Crayer - abstain from all claims on his father's 
inheritance "since he is afraid that after the strictest application of 
the law the judicial allocation of the claim could be an encumbrance 
to him, which might be used against him by the creditors." Also in 
1656 Spinoza stopped paying his finta and his imposta, the usual 
contribution and tax for the benefit of the community that were 
calculated according to the wealth and the sum of the merchandise 
that had been traded. We do not know whether the reason was that 
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business had declined or that he had already drifted away from the 
orthodox Jewish way of life and Jewish customs. The latter interpre­
tation seems the most probable, because a few months later (July 27, 
1656) he was formally excommunicated on account of his heresies 
and behavior. The text of the act of excommunication is preserved, 
and reads in translation: 

The Senhores of the Mahamad make it known that they have long since 
been cognizant of the wrong opinions and behavior of Bamch d'Espinoza, 
and tried various means and promises to dissuade him from his evil ways. 
But as they effected no improvement, obtaining on the contrary more infor­
mation every day of the horrible heresies which he practiced and taught, 
and of the monstrous actions which he performed, and as they had many 
trustworthy witnesses who in the presence of the same Espinoza reported 
and testified against him and convicted him; and after all this had been 
investigated in the presence of the rabbis, they decided with the consent of 
these that the same Espinoza should be excommunicated and separated 
from the people of Israel, as they now excommunicate him with the follow­
ing ban. . . . We order that nobody should communicate with him orally or 
in writing, or show him any favor, or stay with him under the same roof, or 
come within four ells of him, or read anything composed or written by him. 
(emphasis added)5 

The document makes a clear distinction between Spinoza's devi­
ant behavior and his unorthodox opinions. It also supposes, how­
ever, that they had already been practiced and taught during a long 
period. Endeavors on the part of Jewish authorities to bring h im back 
to the right path had remained without any result. One must realize, 
moreover, that the act of excommunication, as quoted above, speaks 
about Spinoza in the third person. Spinoza himself was already gone 
beforehand6 and was already "converted" to another worldview and 
another lifestyle. 

After experience had taught me that all the things which regularly occur in 
ordinary life are empty and futile, and I saw that all the things which were 
the cause or object of my fear had nothing of good or bad in themselves, 
except insofar as my mind was moved by them, I resolved at last to try to 
find out whether there was anything which would be the true good.7 

I surmise that Spinoza's conversion took place at least half a year 
before he was excommunicated. The excommunication was not at all 
a tragic experience in his life. Other things were more so, including 
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the violence of human emotional reactions and the life-threatening 
danger of human greed, ambition, and bigotry. 

Spinoza's intellectual power, which emerged shortly after 1656 in 
his Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, must have had a long 
incubation. A philosophical genius cannot come from nowhere; ideas 
have their causes, like other things, and need time for their develop­
ment. It is dangerous to propose a history of Spinoza's mental evolu­
tion. But one may at least speculate. In 1648 Spinoza was a young man 
of sixteen. He had refused to continue his studies in the higher 
courses in Jewish theology given by his masters, although his father, a 
faithful and perhaps also conservative member of the community, 
recommended them forcefully. He read the Jewish theological au­
thors, first of all Maimonides, but they could not satisfy his inquisi­
tive mind. His critique of the Jewish system, the many prescriptions 
and their vindication, deepened. He could only free himself from their 
pressure by a commercial participation in public life in his father's 
business; this seemed to him a promising way out. Along this line he 
came into contact with other merchants, many of them of Mennonite 
origin, who had free minds and were much interested in the new 
philosophy of Descartes. Pieter Balling8 and Jarig Jelles,^ both of them 
merchants and later friends, as we know from the correspondence, 
were among them,- he could have met them on the Bourse. Descartes 
was praised for his new physics and geometry. Although he left Hol­
land for Sweden in 1649, where he died a year later, Descartes's writ­
ings were published in Holland and raised much discussion. The reli­
gious freethinkers held special meetings - "colleges" - in which 
everyone was welcome. Perhaps Spinoza joined these Collegianten. 
He soon realized that he could not avoid learning Latin. There was a 
marvelous opportunity to become acquainted with the language of 
the sciences and with the new science itself in the newly (since 1652) 
established Latin school of the medical doctor Franciscus van den 
Enden. This Van den Enden participated in scientific disputations, 
attended the meetings of the Collegianten, and instructed the youth 
of the well-to-do citizens, who did not want to send their sons and 
daughters to the official, but reformed, Latin school of the town. 
Many biographical documents confirm that Spinoza learned Latin 
and atheism from Van den Enden, without saying whether this was 
before or after the excommunication.10 

In my view, we cannot doubt that Spinoza's process of seculariza-
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tion must have started four or five years before 1656. The reformed 
theologian Salomon van Til, professor in Leiden, writes in 1694 
about Spinoza's development and his "Apologia": 

A great instrument for the dispersion of the evil owned the Prince of 
Darkness some years ago in an Amsterdam schoolmaster [Van den Enden], 
who in this turbulent town tried to spread on all occasions his sentiment, 
that nature had to be considered the only God. ... Who tried to build 
further on those fundaments and to give a nice glimmer to this sentiment, 
was Benedictus de Spinoza, a deserted few, who in the beginning played the 
admirer and expositor of the Cartesian Philosophy, attracted pupils for 
instruction under that pretension, but started to contradict some of Des­
cartes' fundaments inconspicuously. His familiarity with mathematics and 
experience in grinding lenses opened the door for him, to have access to 
many great men. Afterwards manifesting himself a bit clearer, this as­
saulter of religious doctrine first endeavored to overthrow the authority of 
the books of the Old and New Testament. And he tried to show the world, 
how these writings of human industry were transformed and recast various 
times. And how it could happen that they were lifted up to the esteem of 
divinity. Such objections were extensively collected by him in a Spanish 
treatise under the name of A Justification of his Departure from Judaism. 
But holding back this writing on the advice of friends, he dared to intro­
duce these things more skillfully and more economically in another work, 
published by him under the name of Tractatus theologico-politicus in the 
year 1670. (Van Til 1694: S; emphasis added)11 

I stressed the word "afterwards" {"Daarna"). According to Van Til, 
Spinoza became interested in science and became familiar with 
mathematics and optics before the break with Jewish tradition. 

A confirmation of this new chronology of his life may be found in 
the biography of Jean Maximilien Lucas, who had been, as he states 
himself, Spinoza's friend. His La vie et l'esprit de Mr. Benoit de 
Spinoza (which appears in Freudenthal 1899) was published rather 
late, in 1719, but certainly written not longer than a year after Spi­
noza's death. In it one finds a fairly reliable report of Spinoza's life, 
which in my opinion is much underestimated by scholars because 
they do not like the tone of admiration, even adoration, which runs 
through the pages. I think that Lucas, though not always precise in 
his details, is very close to Spinoza's intellectual level. This French 
immigrant to the Low Countries, who had conversed with Spinoza 
and may have asked h im questions about his youth, twice explicitly 
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gives an early date to Spinoza's critical attitude concerning the Jew­
ish articles of belief: 

His father . . . decided to let him learn the Hebrew Literature. This kind of 
study, which constitutes the whole science of the Jews, could not satisfy his 
brilliant mind. He had not yet fifteen years, when he proposed objections, 
which could not be solved by the most learned among the Jews. . . . He 
concluded that he henceforward could better consult himself and had to 
take all pains to discover the truth himself. One needs a great mind and an 
extraordinary power to conceive under the age of twenty (au-dessous de 
vingt ans) such an important plan, (emphasis added) 

Lucas continues that Spinoza went on to analyze for himself the 
biblical texts and Jewish theological authors and that, as an auto­
didact, he came to his heretical conclusions, for which the rabbis, 
especially Morteira, would sentence him. He has the rabbis declare 

that they had heard him scoff the Jews because they were superstitious 
people, born and educated in ignorance, who do not know what God is and 
nevertheless are so audacious as to consider themselves as his people, despis­
ing thereby other peoples. And the Law would have been instituted by a 
man who was much more adroit than they concerning the truth in political 
matters but who was not at all so much enlightened in physics neither in 
theology; 'and that if one had only an ounce of common sense, one could 
easily unveil the imposture; one had to be equally stupid as the Hebrews in 
the time of Moses, in order to keep oneself to the orders of this man. 

Spinoza's departure [sortie] from the Jewish community as well as 
his entry into Van den Enden's school and his being lodged in the 
latter's private house are both dated by Lucas before his solemn 
condemnation (the herem) in the Synagogue. The study of the sci­
ences and their language (Latin) kept Spinoza already busy for quite a 
time before the Parnassim thought it necessary to drive out his 
shadow. "Spinoza, who had found an asylum, only thought of mak­
ing progress in the human Sciences" (Freudenthal 1899: 10). 

It should not be supposed that the "human Sciences" ["Sciences 
humaines") referred to in this text are identical with today's "soft" 
sciences of man. There was only one science in the days of Galileo, 
Descartes, Huygens, and Newton, the science of nature, alternatively 
called "philosophia" or "mathematica"; and this was the science to 
which Spinoza henceforth was dedicated. One may read this also in 
the other biographies available. Colerus, a Lutheran minister, who 
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came to The Hague some years after Spinoza's death, lived in a house 
where Spinoza had dwelled, did some research on his famous forerun­
ner, and then wrote the Korte, dog waaragtige Levens-Beschrijving 
van Benedictus de Spinosa, uit Autentique Stukken en mondeling 
getuigenis van nog levende Personen, opgestelt [Short but true Biogra­
phy of Benedictus de Spinosa, drawn up from authentic pieces and 
oral testimonies of still living people), is also very clear about this 
point: 

Spinoza now understanding the Latin Language . . . and rinding himself more 
capable for research into physical things [natuurkundige zaaken), dropped 
theology and dedicated himself totally to philosophy [wysgeerte). For some 
time he looked for a good Master and for writings which served his intentions, 
until he finally hit upon Renatus Descartes. He often pretended to have 
received the greatest light in his natural science (in zijn natuurkunde) from 
Descartes, and that he had learned through him, to accept nothing that could 
not be proved with sound and clear reasons. . . . As a consequence 
[Dienvolgens) he started to avoid more and more the intercourse with his 
Jewish Masters and to appear only seldom in the Synagogue, whereupon they 
started to hate him. (Colerus 1705: 6) 

There is no misunderstanding possible concerning the reference of 
"sciences humaines" or "natuurkunde." The testimony of a third 
biographer, the critical Pierre Bay le in his influential article, "Spi­
noza," in Dictionnaire historique et critique, must be interpreted in 
the same vein: 

He studied Latin language under a medical doctor, who taught in Amster­
dam, and he applied himself very early to the study of theology to which he 
spent several years; after this he dedicated himself totally to the study of 
philosophy. Since he had the attitude of a geometrician [l'esprit géomètre) 
and he wanted to be paid with reasons for all things, he soon understood that 
the doctrine of the rabbis did not fit his taste. . . . He withdrew little by little 
from the Synagogue. (Bayle 1697] 

According to the evidence of these documents, the departure from 
the Synagogue was more the end point of an introduction into natu­
ral science than its starting point, as is usually supposed. The new 
physics of Descartes must have played an important role in Spi­
noza's process of enlightenment. This is confirmed by Lucas.121 will 
come back to this influence in a moment. 

The period 1656-61 is rather invisible for the eyes of the Spinoza 
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historian. We may suppose that Spinoza was for one or two years 
still in the Latin school of Van den Enden; independent evidence for 
this hypothesis is the fact that Spinoza's latinity shows much famili­
arity with the Latin of Terence. We know from other sources that 
this Latin comedy writer had an important place in Van den Enden's 
educational method. Under his leadership, the pupils played the 
Andria and the Eunuchus in the Town Theater of Amsterdam sev­
eral times during the first months of 1657 and 1658. Many of Spi­
noza's crypto-citations of Terence may be traced back to certain 
roles of the comedies which, therefore, could have been played by 
Spinoza himself, one of the older pupils. *3 A curious thing is that 
quotations from Terence seem to be completely absent from the 
Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect-, this absence could be 
interpreted as an indication for a very early date of this text, namely 
before Spinoza's participation on the stage. ** The content and Latin 
of this work are much nearer to the tragedies and letters of Seneca 
and the Metamorphoses of Ovid.1* An early origin of the Treatise on 
the Emendation of the Intellect not only fits Mignini's theory about 
a later origin of the Short Treatise (to be discussed later), but is also 
confirmed by Jarig Jelles in his Voorreeden (Preface) to the Nagelate 
Schriften,' in which he provides us with a very reliable survey of 
Spinoza's life, works, and philosophy. He writes, "The Treatise on 
the Emendation of the Intellect was one of the first works of the 
Author as is testified by its style and concepts themselves."16 Jelles 
must have known about Spinoza's "Apologia." It is tempting to 
substantiate his plural, "one of the author's first works," by connect­
ing the esoteric Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect with the 
time of the exoteric "Apologia" as an unfinished endeavor to render 
an account of his conversion to philosophy. The first pages of the 
Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect can only be explained as 
being very close to Spinoza's personal experiences and the beginning 
of his new "institution," his new point of view: the unity of the 
mind with the whole of nature. They are, as it were, notations drawn 
from his private journal, from the time of his transition to a new 
"system."1? 

Apart from the orthodox majority there were also Jewish freethink­
ers in the Amsterdam Jewish community. The tragedy of Uriel da 
Costa, who, after a life of humiliation, defamation and repeated ex­
communication, finally committed suicide, must have made a deep 


