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SPINOZA ON THE ETHICS OF COURAGE
AND THE JEWISH TRADITION

Baruch Spinoza’s elusive statement at the end of the third chapter of
his Theological-Political Treatise has served as a source of inspiration for
numerous thinkers, many of whom have used it in order to support
their own disparate positions.' Spinoza’s statement reads as follows:

Indeed, I would absolutely believe that, unless the foundations of
their religion were to make their spirits effeminate, they will some-
day, given the occasion—as human affairs are changeable—erect their
imperium once more, and God will choose them anew [imo, nisi
Jundamenta suae religionis eorum animos effoeminarent, absolute crederem,
eos aloqguando, data occasione, ut sunt res humanae mutabiles, suum impe-
rium iterum erecos, Deumque eos de novo electurum).”

Indeed, Jay Geller goes as far as to argue that this statement has
“provided an optic through which leading Jewish and gentile
writers and, more broadly, a variety of German (sub) cultures have
seen Jewish-gentile relations and Jewish identity since the
Enlightenment.”® Of particular interest is the fact that two dominant
streams of interpretation have regarded this statement as a paradigm
of the modern Jewish approach to the virtue of courage. While
Spinoza never explicitly utilizes the word courage (animositas) in this
context, as he does in other parts of the Theological-Political Treatise
and Ethics, some prominent interpreters have assumed that his deni-
gration of effeminate spirits (animos effoeminarent) implies an absent
courageous spirit. This verse became a clarion call for diverging
approaches to modern Jewish courage, with the general goal being
to audaciously overcome previously limited medieval boundaries.
The meaning and limits of those boundaries and how they can be
conquered depends on how one understands the nature of courage
as a distinct virtue. Resulting from this, different meanings of sover-
eignty, election, and diaspora begin to emerge. Advocates of German
enlightenment, such as Moses Mendelssohn, and proto-Zionist critics,
such as Moses Hess, have both adopted Spinoza as their intellectual
progenitor, finding their own position in this famous statement.*
Thus, in his Rome and Jerusalem (1862), Moses Hess interprets this
line as prescriptive guidance, in which the “effeminate spirits”
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represent the deficiency of physical courage possessed by Jews in the
Diaspora and the need to regain it to reclaim Jewish political sover-
eignty. In Hess’ restatement, “Spinoza conceived Judaism to be
grounded in nationalism, and held that the restoration of the Jewish
kingdom depends entirely on the will and courage (muthe) of the
Jewish people.”® In opposition to this Zionist interpretation is the
liberal reading of the German Jewish enlightenment, as exemplified
in the thought of Moses Mendelssohn. Mendelssohn interprets
Spinoza’s statement (without mentioning Spinoza’s name) in respond-
ing to a letter by an individual proposing the creation of a Jewish
state.® He begins by implicitly rejecting knowledge of physical or
moral courage, restricting his knowledge purely to intellectual cour-
age. He charges that “whatever intellectual boldness (kunheit) I may
possess extends, however, to matters of philosophical speculation
alone.”” In restating Spinoza’s proclamation, he makes some subtle,
but important changes. The inability to rebuild a state is not in his
version a reflection of the qualities of Jewish religion, but of the harsh
realities of the Diaspora. Mendelssohn’s reconstruction of Spinoza’s
statement does not recommend a Jewish state, but instead absolves
the Jewish religion of Spinoza’s charge and thus leaves it free to be
reformed by Mendelssohn and others as an enlightened and universal
religion.

Both versions capture specific fragments of Spinoza’ conception of
courage, but are limited by their political and polemical ambitions,
neither completely capturing Spinoza’s multi-faceted model. While
this is in no way to denigrate their separate modern political projects,
it is important to note that Spinoza is not simply advocating Zionism
or the German Jewish enlightenment. A comparison of Spinoza’s di-
verse statements on courage in both the Ethics and the Theological-
Political Treatise reveals a nuanced statement on the relationship be-
tween three different forms of courage: physical, moral and intellec-
tual courage and an appreciation of their implications for Judaism. In
order to reconstruct Spinoza’s model of courage, several fundamental
questions must be asked: first, how does Spinoza define courage and
understand it in his larger ethical, psychological, and metaphysical
framework? Second, what is the relationship between physical,
moral, and intellectual courage in his thought? Is one superior to
another and if so, how does it relate to the others? Third, what are
its implications for understanding the Jewish tradition? Does the
Jewish tradition (e.g., the Hebrew Bible and rabbinic tradition) have
a notion of courage inherent to it, or is this something that was im-
posed on it externally? Last of all, from the historical as well as con-
temporary moral perspective, is the Jewish tradition too courageous or
not courageous enough?
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COURAGE AS A VIRTUE OF THE FREE MAN IN THE ETHICS

In Spinoza’s Ethics, courage (animositas) is one of the two crucial vir-
tues of the free and rational man (Ethics 3p59n).® Spinoza uniquely
redefines courage as the ability to increase maximally one’s power
through thinking which leads to a unique state of intellectual freedom
from the causality of natural physics. Thus, Spinoza attempts to har-
monize the theoretical intellectualism of the medieval tradition of
Aristotle and Maimonides with the focus on physical self-preservation
in the modern revolt of Machiavelli, Descartes, Hobbes, and Bacon.?

To understand Spinoza’s unique formulation of courage requires
one to uncover the foundations of his ethical system and his percep-
tion of man’s essence or purpose in the FEthics. Spinoza argues that
physics, metaphysics, and ethics are all rooted in one principle, that of
the conatus. This is the principle that all beings in nature strive to
preserve their own physical existence. He gives the example in
nature of fish swimming in the sea, pointing to the fact that it is
their natural right for the stronger to devour the weaker (7PT,
16.2)."° Man’s essence in nature is likewise to preserve his own
being (conatus, Ethics. 3p6—7), giving him the power to act freely
(Ibid., 4p67), but for man this is defined as virtue (Ibid., 4p20).
Man’s unique virtue of self-preservation is achieved through acquiring
knowledge and passionate love of God or nature (amor dei intellectualis,
Ethics 4p27-28, 5p32-33 and TPT 4.2.3, 4.4.1-2).'" If nature has no
inherent teleology or ends to achieve, man creates an idea
(or “ideal”’) of man as a model for his nature (Ethics 4pref).

This radical revision of nature and ethics requires an equally bold
re-evaluation of the nature of God and famously argues that God and
nature are equivalent (Deus sive Natura, Ibid., Ethics 4 preface). Spinoza
combines these two seemingly disparate theses, of knowledge and
power, in arguing that God, who is equivalent with “Substance” or
nature, has the basic essence of pure power, a form of affirmation of
infinite existence (Ibid., 1p34-36, 2p3n). From the power of God or
nature we can only know two of the infinite attributes, those be-
ing “thought” (cogitatio) corresponding to our mind (Ibid., 2p1) and
“extension” (extensio) corresponding to our bodies as well as physical
motion and rest (Ibid., 2p2). As a result, wisdom is not guiding God or
nature as in Aristotle’s and Maimonides’s model, but wisdom is a
single form of God’s power, not necessarily higher than any other
such form or “attribute” (Ibid., 2p3n, 2p7).'* Consequently, the human
process of thinking and perfecting the intellect is for the sake of ob-
taining individual power and freedom so as to be the cause of our own
actions in utilizing this Godly or natural power (Ibid., 4pref)."?



202 Alexander Green

It is within the attribute of extension of physical body as well as
motion that the human emotions are rooted. The attribute of exten-
sion corresponds equally to the human body as well as to the physical
universe (Ibid., 2p2). Spinoza, influenced by Hobbes’ physics of bodies,
argues that each and every body is constantly in a state of motion or
rest, and determined as such by the motion or rest of another body it
is in contact with (Ibid., ?)p?).14 As Spinoza poetically describes it, we
are like “the waves of the sea agitated by contrary winds, we fluctuate
in our ignorance of our future and destiny” (Ibid., 3p59n). The
amount of power a human being has to actively control the actions
of his body or be passively moved to actions by another body are
called the emotions (Ibid., 3pref). An emotion whereby one has an
increase in power can be described as causing “‘joy” and one whereby
one has a decrease in power can be described as causing ‘“sadness”
(Ibid., 3p11). One can classify different emotions based on these states
of power increase or decrease in different circumstances. For example,
“love” is joy with an idea of an external cause and “hatred” is sadness
with an idea of an external cause (Ibid., 3p13n).

The increase in power of active control to persevere is to choose
active emotions over passive emotions through a rational understand-
ing of the physical motions of nature by the mind. Becoming completely
rational in liberating oneself from the emotions is almost impossible,
since man is always affected by emotions, and therefore it is often only
possible to combat one emotion with an opposing and stronger emo-
tion (Ibid., 4p7). But determining and allying with the strongest emo-
tion requires reasoning.'” One notable example is of an individual
determining whether to continue or to cease smoking. The knowledge
of the dangers to one’s health by cigarette smoke does not indepen-
dently overcome the passionate desire one has for another cigarette.
However, once one comprehends that the craving is a result of certain
biological and chemical processes for which he is not responsible, one
can choose to actively pursue smoking with a new active passion or
seek to passionately give it up.

For Spinoza, the strongest and most rational emotion that is able
to overcome the weaker passive emotions is courage (animositatem),
which can also be translated as strength of the mind (Ibid., 3p59).
In defining courage as the maximization of one’s power through think-
ing, it can be thought of as the strongest emotional surge guided by
reason in an individual’s “power barometer” and the strongest force
to fend off the weaker passive emotions. The most powerful weaker
emotions that Spinoza’s strongest active emotion must combat are
hope and fear (Ibid., 4p47n). Hope and fear are either a joy or
sorrow about the uncertainty of something that happened in the
past or will happen in the future (Ibid., 3p50). In dealing with the
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relationship between the passive emotion of fear and the active emo-
tion of courage, Spinoza both rejects the Aristotelian (and
Maimonidean) model that defines courage as the rational balance of
fearfulness and rashness, and Hobbes’ model that utilizes common
fear and attempts to devalue courage for the sake of stability.17 For
Aristotle, the courageous individual must still be fearful, but must
rationally calculate the need for assertiveness in this circumstance.'®
Instead, Spinoza posits that one must not maintain fear, but comple-
tely master and overcome it (Ibid., 2p49n, 4pref, 5p10m). In overcom-
ing fear, courage or strength of mind overcomes uncertainty, which is
a manifestation of the rule of fortune in the world and the mind."
Thus, in the very first line of the “Preface” to the TPT, Spinoza at-
tributes most evils of the human mind and hence of human life, such
as superstition, to the inability of man to control all of the circum-
stances in his life, i.e., fortune. By continuing to courageously know all
the causes of nature, one continues to acquire individual power and
hence mastery.

Spinoza’s model of courage, however, is limited in its effectiveness
on politics. Although he upholds courage as an intellectual and moral
virtue, thus making it a supreme goal, he admits that it cannot fully
overcome physical courage, which is the root of war and conflict.
Spinoza builds his model of the state on that of Hobbes’ social con-
tract, whose purpose is to create a state based on security and preser-
vation. In doing so, Spinoza relegates physical courage to the
pre-contract warlike state of nature. But Spinoza does not want to
connect physical courage to moral or intellectual courage, considering
it more a base impulse and passion, differentiating intellectual courage
(animositatem) from bravery or boldness (intrepidos), which seems to be
a lower form of emotion related to fear (Ibid., 3pb9, 3def40).2
Courage is thus limited in its ability to liberate most individuals
from their passive emotions. As a result, for Spinoza there always ap-
pears to be some natural hierarchy between the intellectually coura-
geous and the fearful or weak-minded.*’ If there were only
courageously rational individuals, then they would create societies
for the sake of friendship and common purpose, not war and conflict.
Spinoza makes similar statements about how peace is an ideal
grounded in knowledge in his Political Treatise. He argues there that
peace cannot be seen as the absence of war, but as a union or agree-
ment of minds (P7, VI.4) or as a form of virtue that arises from one’s
character (Ibid., V.4). In other words, peace is an outcome of one’s
rational understanding (Ibid., II1.6). But the difficulty of achieving
such a state of peace where physical courage is absent is exemplified
in Spinoza’s statement that “all noble things are as difficult as they
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are rare”’ (TPT 5p42n). Thus the modern state needs to exist for this
realistic and necessary purpose.

COURAGE AS THE FULFILLMENT OF BIBLICAL RUAH OR SPIRIT IN
THEOLOGICAL-POLITICAL TREATISE

It should first be noted that Spinoza’s pedagogical project in the Ethics
of inculcating courage generally lacks references to the Bible and the
Jewish tradition.?® Most of the Bible, as he explains, is merely a form
of superstition, which human beings created due to being controlled
by their emotions of fear and hope regarding the uncertainties of the
future (TPT prefl.1-2). Instead of thinking about God’s relationship to
nature, the Jewish tradition prefers to imagine a God who is involved
and guides every human desire and action (Ethics lapp). In light of
Spinoza’s rational understanding of courage, one would think that one
would not find any discussion of courage whatsoever in the Theological-
Political Treatise, and instead see a portrait of the Bible as merely
enforcing obedience to a moral law lacking a basis in a true theoretical
conception of nature (TPT 13.1.9). However, Spinoza argues that it is
this religious-moral law that is the most useful tool to force the masses
out of the state of nature and govern them (Ibid., 14.1.10).

This absence of courage as a topic worthy of analysis appears to be
largely the case in the TPT other than one seemingly minor reference
to it in a list of seven possible definitions of ruah in the first chapter
on prophecy (Ibid., 1.17.3).** Is this merely an etymological point
meant to disprove the rational nature of prophecy through disproving
the uses of ruah hakodesh in the Bible, or is this a hint of something
larger going on beneath the surface? It is my contention that Spinoza’s
hidden purpose in defining ruah as a form of courage may be an
attempt to find a pre-prophetic stratum of authentic revelation held
by the earliest Hebrews and to disentangle it from the politicization
and imaginative interpretations of revelation by prophets, through
separating the references in the Bible to ruah from those to ruah
hakodesh. In other words, ruah hakodesh refers to an imaginative reve-
lation and ruah refers to a naturalistic understanding of the relation-
ship of the human mind and the emotions in light of the Ethics. By
looking at the uses of ruah when not referring to God, one gets a
glimpse of the remnants of the original or ancient use of ruah in a
context before its later corruption by superstition. Thus, just as cour-
age is needed to perfect the psyche of the Ethics, so courage is needed
to perfect the true authentic pre-prophetic psyche of ruah. To be cou-
rageous in one’s understanding of the Bible and to find these key
words which are remnants of an earlier Hebraism, one must know
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the true structure of the Hebrew language (7PT 7.5.32-33) about
which Spinoza seems to assume the prophets and writers of the
Bible were unfortunately not expert (Heb Gram V, p. 29).** As such,
Spinoza is making the case for anti-prophetic Judaism, one closer to a
natural understanding of the world and uncorrupted by religious
leadership.

This becomes clear when one looks at how Spinoza textually
makes this case with respect to ruah and courage. Spinoza interprets
ruah as an equivocal term in the Bible. Spinoza’s list can be broken
down into two categories. The first, second, and seventh definitions of
ruah are in effect all quite similar, based on a physical wind (ventum),
breath (halitum) and respiration (respirationem) based on the wind of
the body, and areas of the world (mundi plagas) defined so because
wind blows there. The third, fourth, and fifth definitions of ruah rep-
resent the human psyche which can be divided into the emotions of
the body and the reasoning of the mind, the subject of the second and
third chapter of the Ethics. These definitions are strength (viribus),
courage (animositate), virtue (virtute), capability (capacitate), tenet/opin-
ion/thought (sententia), will (voluntatem), decree (decretum), appetite
(appetitum), impulse (impetum), passion (passiones), and mind
(mentem). If one attempts to re-organize all these definitions of ruah
in light of the Ethics, one could conclude that ruah in the Bible, is the
mind which, according to Spinoza’s interpretation, is man’s highest
perfection and means of preservation through acquiring rational
tenets in need of virtue or capability.*> This in turn requires control-
ling the more passive passions, impulses, and appetites with a stronger
and more courageous passion, will, or decree.?®

While Spinoza’s definitions alone may seem overly abstract, the
significance of this list can be seen as a synthesis of the intellectualism
of Maimonides’ definitions of ruah in the Guide of the Perplexed 1 40
and the corporeality of Hobbes categories of ruah in the Leviathan 111
34. Hobbes’ list is founded on the reduction of the concept of spirit to
a physical or corporeal term, arguing that

in the common language of men, air and aerial substances use not to
be taken for bodies, but (as often as men are sensible for their ef-
fects) are called wind or breath, or...spirits (as when they call that
aerial substance which in the body of any living creature, gives it life
and motion vital and animal spirits).>’

Hence, in defining the different uses of ruak in the Bible he suggests
that the use of ruah as courage, the third definition, is equal to an
extraordinary zeal or the affect or motion of the body. But Hobbes
sees this zeal or courage as dangerous and characteristic of the warlike
state of nature, defining it earlier as “hope of averting hurt through
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resistance,” as opposed to fear which is productive for forcing people
to join society.?® This explains the advantages of Hobbes’ laying stress
on courage among the Judges, since he is attempting to highlight the
problems of the theocracy during the time of the Judges as reminis-
cent of a state of nature, and the advantages of the stability of the
Hebrew monarchy, which his sovereign will imitate.* Spinoza likely
read this chapter of Hobbes and based his list on it.>* Indeed, from
Hobbes he seems to have adopted the importance of understanding
the “spirit” of the Bible as reflective of the physical movements of
bodies.

At the same time, Spinoza’s understanding of ruah presents a
more intellectual and theoretical side than Hobbes, defining it also
as the eternal mind or intellect. While Hobbes does refer to the
second definition of ruah as the “extraordinary gifts of the under-
standing,” his examples of wisdom are mostly practical and not theo-
retical: Joseph managing Egypt’s economics (Genesis 41:38), the
people making Aaron’s garments (Exodus 28:3), those who possessed
ability in cutting stones or skill in craft (Exodus 31:3, 35:31). For a
more theoretical understanding of ruah as wisdom, Spinoza has to
turn to Maimonides. Maimonides understands ruah as referring to
the eternal intellect, which does not perish with the body. Spinoza’s
sixth definition of ruah seems to refer to Maimonides’ fourth defini-
tion of ruah, with both thinkers quoting Ecclesiastes 12:7, “and the
Spirit will return to God” interpreted as the eternality of the mind.

Another important feature of the place of courage in Spinoza’s list
of meanings of ruah is the two biblical examples he references as
evidence, Ezekiel 2:2 and Joshua 2:11. In Ezekiel, after seeing the
vision of the chariot, the prophet falls onto his face. It is this inner
strength, or ruah, that allows him both the strength to get up and
the strength to continue hearing the voice that spoke unto him.
Hence the strength is not just for physicality, but also for knowledge
of the divine.*" Similarly, the spirit of courage that Rahab, the harlot,
lost was because of knowledge of the power of the God of Israel. In
both cases, ruah is used in the sense of strength to know. While
Spinoza describes such characters as using their imagination in their
prophetic knowledge, the linguistic usage is useful for him in its re-
vealing a remnant of an earlier use of ruak as suggesting the funda-
mental strength possessed by human beings which enables them to
rationally know. Yet, in cases of physical strength without an intellec-
tual component he attempts to explain them otherwise, as for example
Gideon and Samson’s “spirit of God”: these he categorizes as “bold-
ness” (audacissimus) (TPT 1.20.4). In a similar fashion, the Egyptian
man that David found in I Samuel 30:12 whose ruah was revived by
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food and drink could be interpreted as strength, but Spinoza chooses
to categorize it as breath (7PT 1.17.8).32

The apparent irony of Spinoza’s presentation of ruah is that for a
thinker who argues so vehemently against the attempt to find theoret-
ical truths in the Bible, he attempts to re-read some parts of the Bible
through theoretical terminology!*® Spinoza’s method of interpreting
the Bible, though, is ultimately almost Machiavellian in the sense that
on the one hand he attempts to find in the Bible a pre-prophetic
Judaism, while also striving to use those principles for a whole new
modern reading of the Bible. In this light, George M. Gross explains
that

in Spinoza’s hands the Bible appears to be the last place that one
should look even for a thoughtful understanding of justice and piety.
Indeed, Spinoza’s treatment of the Bible prefigures the emergence of
the biblical higher criticism ... [But] the framers of modern liberalism
did not seek to expel the Bible from the city which they built, as Plato
sought to expel the poets. More interestingly, therefore, Spinoza’s
treatment of the Bible heralds the cautious and confident terms of
the Bible’s ticket of admission into the modern city...Spinoza’s cri-
tique of the Bible’s teachings is an elaboration of the Bible’s internal
critique of its own teachings.**

Thus if one of the original uses of ruak was having the courage to
think or know through reason, it appears that Spinoza wants the
reader to use the Bible as a spirited guide to thinking courageously.
His own work is, as it were, intended to be an education in courage: to
read it properly requires one to take on and hence to cultivate
strength of mind. Therefore, Spinoza is encouraging the reader to
first free themselves from the shackles of the imagination of the
Bible, but perhaps also return to reading it critically in order to rein-
terpret it anew in light of this new (or perhaps old) spiritedly rational
understanding. One must then ask: where can one find examples of
Spinoza’s model of courage in the Bible?

COURAGEOUS CHARACTERS IN THE BIBLE: MODELS OF PHYSICAL, MORAL,
OR INTELLECTUAL COURAGE?

Spinoza cultivates his ideal paradigms of courage through adapting
and modifying Maimonides’ tripartite structure of courage as physical,
moral, and intellectual courage. To be physically courageous is primar-
ily to fight in a war and place one’s life on the line, to be morally
courageous is to stand up for right and wrong in society, and to be
intellectually courageous is to confront one’s entrenched opinions and
beliefs and strive to know the truth. Though this structure is ultimately
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derived from the works of Plato and Aristotle and adapted into me-
dieval philosophy by Al-Farabi, Maimonides reinterprets this frame-
work for the Jewish tradition.*®

Spinoza begins his reading of the Bible with a rejection of physical
courage. He reasons that one of the crucial purposes of the Law of
Moses is to serve as a social contract for peace and security through
freeing man from the “state of nature” in which everyone regards it as
their right to utilize physical strength and untrammeled courage to
pursue their own survival (TPT 16.4.1, 17.4.2-3). Spinoza’s reading of
Exodus is dependent on a wholly new modern political understanding
of the Israelites’ slavery in Egypt and their wanderings in the desert.
His ingenious new reading seems to be built on an adaptation and
qualified rejection of Maimonides’ usage in Guide 111 32 of the Exodus
narrative for a different political purpose.’® In Maimonides’ reading of
the Bible, Egypt is the paradigm for slavery where the Israelites lacked
both political and intellectual freedom. In order to transform a nation
of slaves into a nation with a strong military that could conquer a land
and build a state, Moses’ thorough knowledge of God and nature
required him to trick the Israelites into wandering in the desert for
forty years (Exodus 13:17-18). This was for the purpose of creating a
state of misery and lack of comfort which, combined with freedom,
was the essential precondition for training them to be courageous
(shaja‘ah, Guide 111 24, 32), thus preparing them to learn the martial
arts needed for conquest.37 Consequently, Maimonides also saw that
the reason the Israelites lost their kingdom in the end was due to their
neglecting to study the art of war and the military virtues, in which
courage obviously plays a major role (Maimonides, “Letter on
Astrology,” p. 465).

Spinoza reverses Maimonides’ paradigm by diminishing the cruelty
of Egypt and intensifying the chaos of the wandering in the desert.
While Spinoza argues that the Egyptian regime was oppressive due to
its “‘superstitious, cruel, and miserable slavery” (TPT 2.9.23), he also
claims that the Egyptians were justified in enslaving the Israelites due
both to their overpopulation and also to their warlike behavior, at
least as presented by the Pharoah in Exodus 1:9-11 (Ibid., 6.1.50).
Of course, we must note that Spinoza decided to take the claim of
the Pharoah at face value and to reject the apparent biblical irony, and
so refused to judge it as a subjective selfjustification, perhaps because
he wished to blame the Israelites for having made their own fate by
not assimilating into the culture of Egypt. In any case, although the
Israelites refer to natural causes as divine causes or even miracles
(Ibid., 1.5.5), Spinoza deduces that the plagues and exodus from
Egypt are merely examples of good fortune enjoyed by the Israelites
as well as luck that their superstition led them to believe that God was
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interfering in nature for their benefit (Ibid., 6.1.45). It is also an
example of a similar superstition on the part of the Egyptians to be-
lieve that the Israelites’ God was working against them (Ibid., 6.1.46).
Having left the Egyptian imperium, the Israelites were alone in the
desert in a “‘state of nature.” While the Egyptian slavery was oppres-
sive, the war of all against all was much worse, where every man had
the right and freedom to use his own strength to preserve himself
however he might wish. While in this state they were free to create
their own laws, build their own imperium, or occupy new land (Ibid.,
5.3.2), the Israeclites were so mentally enslaved that they could not do
any of the above. Therefore, they created a social contract with God to
legislate laws for them, with Moses as their interpreter (Ibid., 5.3.5,
17.4.3). To wean the people off Egyptian slavery and superstition as
well as the desire to act according to their emotions by their own
right, Moses forced the Israelites to be obedient to a single political
law that would completely and forcefully regulate their action.”® As
Martin D. Yaffe argues

These legally mandated activities filled daily life and so prevented the
people, who had been slaves until recently and were unused to free-
dom,%qfrom misusing their private discretion in publicly disruptive
ways.”

Of course, the advantage of Moses’ law over Egyptian law is not only
in relation to its superstitious elements, but also that it bears the vir-
tues of justice and charity. While the Israelite polity may have thrived
for a period from Moses to Solomon, for Spinoza the success and
failure of the Israelite polity was ultimately not due to an abundance
or lack of physical and military courage, but due to fortune and the
inability to master it (Ibid., 3.5.1)."

Spinoza also rejects the idea that it was moral courage that in-
spired the prophets to stand up and criticize the government. This
can be seen as a critique of Maimonides, who is the thinker famous for
categorizing spiritedness or courage (igdam) as one of the fundamental
characteristics of biblical prophets (Guide 11 38). Maimonides regards
the division of power between king, prophet, and priest as a model of
“mutual completion” whereby the kingship follows and politically pro-
motes the religious-moral law (Book of Judges, Laws of Kings, III.1),
while prophecy serves the larger interests of the state and checks the
self-interested motives of the king with the truth of God (Guide 11
38*1).*2 Spinoza’s critique of Maimonides, and the biblical author
Ezra here, is an attempt at unconventionally understanding the moti-
vations behind the prophets in courageously criticizing the king. He
argues that the prophets were not using God’s wisdom to criticize the
kings, but were interested in achieving power for themselves and
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overthrowing the king in order to replace him with someone else,
which suited their private interests (TPT 17.12.54-59, 18.2.1-2, and
18.3.7-8).*> On the surface, the Bible shows that the kings are the
ones acting unjustly, while the prophets come in to counterbalance
and correct the ways of the king by speaking on behalf of God, truth,
and ethics. Spinoza reverses this biblical as well as Maimonidean un-
derstanding, suggesting that in truth the kings are mostly acting justly
and for the good of the entire people, but are corrupted by the self-
interest of the prophets!**

Spinoza presents numerous examples of his re-reading of the re-
lationship of the prophet and king throughout his work. One example
is Samuel’s removal of Saul from the kingship. According to 2 Samuel
15, Samuel removed Saul from power because Saul did not listen to
the words of God and took the cattle of Amalek for himself while also
sparing King Agag. Spinoza however rejects the Bible’s testimony,
claiming that it merely reflects the subjective testimony of Samuel
who could not control Saul and who actually wanted to replace Saul
with a king he could control (Ibid., 17.12.54).*> Another example
Spinoza provides is that of King Asa, King of Judah, and the prophet
Hanani (2 Chronicles 16). According to the Book of Chronicles, in
order to win a war against the King of Israel, Asa attempted to bribe a
foreign power, the King of Damascus, to come to his aid militarily
(Ibid., 16:2-3). Hanani therefore criticized Asa for relying on the King
of Damascus and not God to win the war (Ibid., 16:7-9), and Asa
consequently jailed the prophet Hanani for speaking out and contra-
dicting the actions of the king (Ibid., 16:10). In Spinoza’s version the
tables are turned as the king is attempting to be pious and to carry out
his own private and public business, when Hanani imposed his igno-
rant conception of piety on the king’s negotiations (7P7T 18.2.2).
Hence according to Spinoza, Asa was justified in jailing the prophet
for attempting to interfere in his rule.

Therefore, not only are the prophets dangerous for the stable rule
of the biblical kings, their behavior was a central factor in the destruc-
tion of the Hebrew polity. Theirs is not a model of courage on behalf
of the public good which is to be emulated, but rather a symptom of
untrammeled ambition and private interest excited by inflamed piety
which is rightly to be suppressed. In this regard, Spinoza is attempting
to re-interpret the Bible according to the Roman historian Tacitus,
who is quoted and referred to in the Theological-Political Treatise
more than any other classical writer.*® Tacitus was a supporter of
the Roman religion of the empire and argued that it was threatened
and weakened because of the new eastern religions or “prophets”
challenging it for supreme authority.47 He referred to the customs
of Judaism as “perverse and disgusting” as well as a “barbaric
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superstition,” and to Christianity as a “destructive superstition.”*® But
Spinoza differs from Tacitus with regard to the solution. For Tacitus,
these competitive religions must be rooted out and not allowed to
influence or deplete the strength of the Roman Empire, making him
a strong proponent of the Roman war against Judea. Contrastingly,
Spinoza suggests a different solution, similar to Hobbes: biblical reli-
gion has good moral lessons that can be useful if edited, controlled,
and managed by the sovereign.49 Spinoza, though, also sees the prob-
lem of the institutionalization of one religious sect in society as au-
thoritative which (as had also plagued Rome) would likely lead to a
situation where the people desire a nonreligious or nonprophetic rule.
According to Spinoza’s reading of the Bible, the choice of the Levites
to minister the sacred services was merely a result of their noninvolve-
ment in the sin of the Golden Calf and revenge on those who did
partake in the sin (Ibid., 17.12.33). The emotional decision of Moses
led to resentment on behalf of the people, due to the eventual cor-
ruption of the Levites (Ibid., 17.12.35). In contemporary terms, the
Levites were living a life “full of luxury and sloth” (Ibid., 17.12.49) on
state welfare funds. The population hence wanted mortal kings who
did not consult with the Levites and who themselves went to worship
other gods and speak to other prophets if politically necessary (Ibid.,
17.12.54-57). But for Spinoza the problem of institutionalization of
one religious sect as authoritative, as seen in the case of the Levites,
is as great as a lack of sovereign control of any religion by political
authority, as seen in the case of the kings and prophets. Or in other
words, according to his reading of the biblical narrative, the theocracy
of Joshua and the Judges is as problematic as the monarchy of the
Kings, since the secular political authority was never able to exercise
supreme control over the religion and its prophets with their mad
courage. Spinoza’s solution to this problem is for the sovereign to
impose obedience on all citizens who must pay heed to religion, but
a religion based on liberal principles of charity and justice which pro-
mote freedom of thought for all sects (Ibid., 14.1.7-14 and 19.1.5-7).
This would allow freedom from ecclesiastical tyranny and corruption
and also freedom from religious groups attempting to overthrow the
regime.

The last and highest form of courage—intellectual courage—is not
found in most characters in the Bible according to Spinoza, since at
the beginning of the TPT he rejects the revelations and writings of
most of the prophets and writers as pure superstition. Yet, his attitude
toward the Bible appears to change, admitting later in the TPT that
there are certain moral and political lessons that can be learned from
the Bible and adapted to a liberal religion. Thus not all biblical char-
acters are superstitious, according to Spinoza, holding a few
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exceptions for biblical characters that one could perhaps call intellec-
tually courageous. It would seem that it is these exceptions that
Spinoza argues are worthy of imitation in contrast to the rest. The
way to distinguish such examples in Spinoza’s reading of the Bible is
when he refers to a character as possessing “steadfastness of spirit”
(animus constans).”>® This elusive term seems to refer to a strong and
resolute control of one’s self through reason. Only near the end of the
Ethics (Ethics 5p36n), does Spinoza define the meaning of this term.
Not only is it extremely similar or perhaps even equivalent to how he
defines courage elsewhere (Ibid., 3p59n), it is also virtually equivalent
to the biblical expression “Glory of God” (kevod elohim) as he under-
stands it.”! In doing so, Spinoza adopts Maimonides’ reading of Isaiah
58:8 that “Glory of God” refers to intellectual love of God (Guide 111
51 and Ethics 5p36n), which is the purpose of the natural divine law
(TPT 5.1.16-18).>% Achieving this love or “glory” thus requires stead-
fastness and courage.

The three characters that Spinoza refers to as manifesting a stead-
fast spirit are Adam (Ibid., 4.4.33), Job (Ibid., 10.2.5), and Solomon
(Ibid., 4.4.39). For Spinoza (like Maimonides), Adam represents the
paradigm of the human tension between one’s rational and imagina-
tive faculties, and his fall represents the greatest human problem—that
man cannot control his emotions through reason (Ethics 4p68n and
TPT 4.4.38).°> The problem with this is that Spinoza, like Maimonides,
seems to present two competing ways of interpreting the Garden of
Eden story. In the one above, Spinoza attempts to read it as a philo-
sophic parable (Ibid.), and in the other he reads it literally as a reflec-
tion of Adam’s ignorance and imagination, by conceiving of God as
commanding, speaking, and walking (7PT 2.9.1-3 and 4.4.18-22).
While he presents both in the TPT, he argues that he will not
employ the philosophic reading. This appears to be a reflection of
the strategy of the first two chapters of the TP7T—liberation from a
dependency on prophecy for truth. At the same time, Spinoza is hint-
ing that he could present a new liberal philosophic reading of this
text, and does so eventually as a key biblical section of the Ethics
(4p68n).

Indeed, one can read the rest of the Bible as an attempt to correct
the sin of Adam. For Maimonides and the Maimonidean tradition, the
law of Moses, whose highest purpose is knowledge of God (Book of
Knowledge, Laws of Foundations of Torah I.1), is a correction of the
problem of man as first revealed in the story of Adam.”* But since
Moses did not disclose all the deeper secrets of God, the rest of the
prophets and biblical writers who wrote under a prophetic spirit pro-
gressively brought out these philosophic secrets concealed in earlier
works. For example, Ezekiel expanded on metaphysics, Jeremiah on
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the dangers and courage of a public prophet, King Solomon’s three
works (Ecclesiastes, Proverbs, and Song of Songs) brought out the
nature of the soul and the pursuit of wisdom, and Job reasoned out
the nature of providence and evil.”® Spinoza adopts the Maimonidean
model of understanding the nature of man through Adam, but does
not envision a solution through Moses and most of the biblical pro-
phets and writers. Instead, Spinoza foresees a solution only through
Solomon and Job, both of whom he precisely designates as being
“steadfast of spirit.””®

Spinoza’s portrayal of Job is unique among the biblical books and
characters he surveys. Like his attitude toward most of the biblical
prophets, Spinoza criticizes Job’s understanding of God’s power and
role in providence as corresponding to his own imagination and low
level of reason (TPT 2.10.5). At the same time, Spinoza argues that Job
surpassed all in religion and piety, and one can learn about God’s
universal providence from Job 28:28 (Ibid., 3.5.17). Furthermore, in
presenting a historical critique of many of the biblical books in chap-
ter 7-10, Spinoza does not offer a conclusive solution to the problem
of the Book of Job’s historicity and authorship, desiring to “leave the
matter in doubt” (Ibid., 10.2.1-4), and instead focuses on its philo-
sophic message (10.2.5-6). One possible reason why Spinoza deliber-
ately chooses to leave this matter unresolved is that he is employing
Maimonides’ hermeneutical technique of recognizing the problems in
Job and reading it as a philosophic parable to solve these difficulties
and teach a naturalistic message about providence.’” For Maimonides,
the Book of Job teaches an intellectualist reading of providence and
theodicy, in which one recognizes that knowledge cannot prevent the
occurrence of these events that are thought of as evil; instead, one
considers them not evil but merely a necessary physical part of the
order of the world, and the true way to avoid them is to know God
and understand the causes of these events (Guide 111 23).%8 Spinoza
seems to adopt Maimonides’ method of reading as superior to others
in order to teach two crucial lessons from the Book of Job. The first is
that providence applies to all equally and not just to Jews. This can be
understood from his use of Job 28:28 and also from the fact that
although Job is not considered Jewish in the Bible, he is seen as
equally pious by God (TPT 3.5.17). The second is that through
reason, one can understand the cause of all events as originating in
God or nature. This can be seen through Spinoza’s use of verses from
Job in defining ruah in the first chapter and his attempt to find exam-
ples of reason there. For instance, he interprets “as long as there is life
in me and God’s breath [ruah] is in my nostrils” (Job 27:3) to be a
reference to God’s mind (7PT 1.20.9), and “but truly it is the spirit
[ruah] of men, the breath of God that gives them understanding”
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(Job 32:8) to be a reference to the role played by science in virtue
(TPT 1.17.6). He even sources Job 33:4 as proof for the immortality of
the mind.” Hence, although it is uncertain and perhaps doubtful to
Spinoza whether the original author of Job was intellectually coura-
geous, through the help of Maimonides Spinoza was nevertheless able
to retain Job as one of the heroic representatives of modern intellec-
tual courage in his new edited Bible.

Perhaps even more so than Job, Spinoza interprets King Solomon
as representing the supreme role model for wisdom and intellectual
courage in the Bible.” The Bible itself describes Solomon as having a
“wise and discerning mind” (1 Kings 3:12), and Spinoza refers to
Solomon as “the philosopher” (TPT 6.1.94), who “excelled others in
wisdom” (Ibid., 2.1.2). Indeed, he maintains that “there is no one in
the Old Testament who has spoken of God more reasonably than
Solomon who surpassed everyone of his age in the natural light”
(Ibid., 2.9.28). Furthermore, when Spinoza attempts to dissect the
works of the Bible according to their different authors and historical
contexts, he lets Ecclesiastes and Proverbs off the hook in terms of
critical reconstruction, attributing them to Solomon, the author to
whom they are traditionally ascribed (Ibid., 10.1.9-10), unlike most
of the works of scripture which he attributes to other authors. Also,
instead of criticizing the authors or verses or passages of the works
themselves, he criticizes the rabbis for only grudgingly accepting them
into the Bible and for the incorrect reasons they offered for doing so
(Ibid., 10.1.12 and 10.2.57-58). He therefore seems to highly value
these two works attributed to Solomon. To him, they represent the
only two works of the Bible that can be read literally and that deal
explicitly with matters similar to philosophy; indeed, they can be read
in a manner more consistent with the philosophy of the Ethics, without
having to resort to reading the text as a parable, as Maimonides does.
According to Spinoza, Proverbs can be read as the attempt to found
morality on knowledge and not merely on simple obedience to law, as
prophets frequently argue. This possession of moral knowledge is the
necessary and sufficient condition of being good.61 Similarly,
Ecclesiastes can be read as arguing that individuals should attempt
to discern truth through reasoning and should contemplate the
world (Ecclesiastes 1:13). The conclusions reached by reason here
are very Stoic, arguing for a preordination of events by God (Ibid.,
2:14-15, 3:11), repetition of history in periodic cycles (Ibid., 1:9), and
freedom only in the human heart.®? Spinoza thus interprets Proverbs
as teaching about the laws of nature or God, and that to truly live
independently requires knowledge (7P7" 4.4.36 on Proverbs 16:22 and
TPT 4.4.37 on Proverbs 13:44). In a similar fashion, he interprets
Ecclesiastes in such a way so as to disprove miracles, arguing that in
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it Solomon teaches the fixed order of nature and human determinism
(TPT 6.1.94-95 on Ecclesiastes 1:10-12, 3:11 and 3:14). Hence, Spinoza
is interested in maintaining the image of King Solomon as author of
these two works in order to counterbalance the image of Moses as
perfect philosopher in the thought of Maimonides, which is based on
legislative revelation, and in order to direct the philosophic reader
toward the natural science of the Ethics. He also frequently translates
the biblical “wisdom” (hokhmah) as “‘science’ (scientia) in order to fit
these works into the teaching of the Ethics, referring to Solomon’s
divine wisdom (1 Kings 3:28) as divine science (7PT 1.18.6).% One
missing point that Spinoza conspicuously leaves out of his work is any
mention of the Song of Songs, the last work of Solomon. This appears
to be because the Song of Songs, unlike Proverbs and Ecclesiastes,
does not explicitly deal with philosophy and wisdom; one has to
read the text allegorically in order to argue for it, and Spinoza rejects
allegorical interpretation.”* Even though Spinoza favors the image of
Solomon as philosopher, it seems that reading the Song of Songs
allegorically would be problematic for his project, given that he advo-
cates a mostly literal reading of the Bible. Therefore, no comment is
likely better than a critical one.

The problem with Spinoza’s interpretation of Solomon in general
is that he contradicts himself in the various statements that he makes
about him.%® First, in the context of discussing the mathematical di-
mensions of the temple (1 Kings 7:23), it is evident that Spinoza be-
lieved that Solomon did not know mathematics, which is the key to a
philosophic understanding (7P7T 2.8.9-10) that is claimed for him else-
where. Secondly, Solomon’s indulgence of physical pleasures such as
women, money, and honor, are clearly not fitting behavior for a phi-
losopher (Ibid., 2.9.28). These pleasures appear to be, in Spinoza’s
judgment, outcomes of the emotions and not reason, a point which
contradicts Solomon’s wisdom as Spinoza presents it.°® Thirdly,
Spinoza’s translation of three different words for wisdom, such as
hochma, da’at, and tevunah, are translated promiscuously and inter-
changeably as science, prudence, and understanding in different con-
texts.”” For example, hochma is translated as prudence (prudentis,
Proverbs 13:44 at TPT 4.4.37), as science (scientiam, Proverbs 3:13 at
TPT 4.4.38), and as wisdom (sapientiam, Proverbs 2:5 at TPT 4.4.40).
Similarly, daat is translated as both science (Proverbs 2:5 at TPT
4.4.40) and wisdom (Proverbs 2:10 at TPT 4.4.43), and tevunah as
both prudence (Proverbs 2:3 at TPT 4.4.40) and understanding
(Proverbs 3:18 at TPT 4.4.38).°® In other words, Spinoza appears to
be hinting that Solomon did not write with exactness when it comes to
using scientific terminology. Indeed, Spinoza appears to be ‘“cleaning-
up” the text by translating these terms differently, so as to maintain
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the more exalted status of these two works and of Solomon himself as
prolegomena to the Ethics. In this way, it can be deduced that Spinoza
does not want to rid the Bible completely of intellectual courage and
theoretical truth, but instead wants to limit it to the two Solomonic
works of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes.

Understanding Spinoza’s reading of the Bible according to the
three kinds of courage could suggest that Spinoza is implicitly re-edit-
ing the three sections of the Bible according to the three types of
courage. While I will not go so far as to claim that Spinoza is
consciously aware of this, I will suggest no more than that it is an
interesting possibility. The “Five Books of Moses” are a project to
get the Israelites out of the state of nature where wild physical courage
is rampant, and transform them into a societal group with a social
contract. The “Prophets” teach the lesson about the dangers of too
much moral courage through the fact that too many prophets
arose, contradicted one another, and challenged the kings, and that
the only period of peace took place during the time of a wise ruler
who controlled religion. The Solomonic part of the “Writings” hint at
the possibility for intellectual courage. But as Martin D. Yaffe points
out,

In the end, there are limits to Spinoza’s possible theological (or anti-
theological) innovations. He cannot reorder the biblical canon as a
corpus of books. He is too late—the canon is already complete. But
he can, and does, reorder how we are to read (or perhaps misread)
that canon.®®

His reading of the Bible must put the emphasis on King Solomon,
since only he represents the correct balance of all forms of courage
(at least for the Bible), minimizing physical and moral courage and
promoting intellectual courage. During Solomon’s rule there were no
wars (TPT 18.3.5), very few prophets to challenge the king’s authority,
a centralization of communication with God through him, and the
beginning of intellectual courage that manifested itself in writing
Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. While it is true that advocating a king as
the ideal figure is contradictory to Spinoza’s promotion of democracy
as the best form of government, Spinoza uses Solomon as a model for
criticizing the dangers of monarchy in the other bad kings (Ibid.),
while maintaining the importance of strong rulers who promote jus-
tice (sourcing Ecclesiastes 9:2 at 7TP7T 19.1.8 and 19.1.20).7° As
Jonathan Israel remarks,

Solomon is viewed as a kind of precursor who, on the one hand
personified the basic principles of what eventually was to mature to
true philosophy and, on the other hand, embodied a critique of the
normal conduct and attitudes of kings.71
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One could even suggest that Solomon is superior to Christ in
Spinoza’s thought. For while Christ embodies the values of justice
and charity in religious obedience, Spinoza’s Solomon represents a
figure who could actually employ such a law politically and transcend
it intellectually.72 In this sense, Solomon’s superiority for his political-
philosophical thought in its biblical incarnation can also be demon-
strated on historical grounds by the impact it made, in that Spinoza’s
Solomon was an influential factor in the spread of Spinoza’s ideas in
Western Europe during the Enlightenment.”

CONCLUSION

One of Spinoza’s most effective contributions to modern Judaism is
the transformation of courage into a central Jewish virtue. Modern
Jewish courage is the solely human ability to conquer one’s physical,
moral, and intellectual state of existence, transforming and recreating
it anew. Both the German Jewish enlightenment and Zionism are, in a
political sense, a continuation of Spinoza’s legacy. But neither captures
the complexities of Spinoza’s teaching. Spinoza is not purely an ideal-
ist or a realist, but a passionate idealist who also recognizes the neces-
sity of realism. Although he advocates the creation of the liberal
European state where intellectual courage reigns, thus making physical
and moral courage unnecessary, he is also aware of the limitations of
this project. Physical and moral courage are likely still necessary even
in the enlightened modern state, leading to the probability that a
Jewish state may be the most effective means of achieving it.
Spinoza’s teaching on courage thus defies the dogmas of modern
realists and idealists, challenging idealists to recognize the necessity
at times of physical courage and realists to rise beyond material com-
petition for the sake of intellectual courage. However, to what extent
each form of courage is needed and must prevail ultimately depends
on the wisdom of prudent future leaders. But Spinoza’s teaching
remains a constant voice for all modern Jewish thinkers, who have
hearkened back to his words in trying to boldly overcome their griev-
ances about the failures of Jewish history.
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