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Introduction

Harry Wolfson’s celebrated two-volume study of Spinoza – The Philosophy of Spinoza: Unfolding the Latent Process of His Reasoning
– appeared in 1934 with Harvard University Press. The book originated in a series of five studies Wolfson published in the Chronicon Spinozanum between 1921 and 1926.
 In the Chronicon, Wolfson announced that the studies published in the journal are instalments from a planned larger work, to be titled: “Spinoza, the Last of the Mediaevals: A Study of the Ethica Ordine Geometrico Demonstrata in the light of a hypothetically constructed Ethica More Scholastico Rabbinicoque Demonstrata.”
 In the preface to the 1934 book, Wolfson notes that the original title “had to be abandoned, as it did not seem advisable to have the title begin with the word ‘Spinoza’”.
 Thus, whatever stylistic reasons motivated Wolfson to amend the title, he was clearly not withdrawing from his view of Spinoza’s Ethics as being “More Scholastico Rabbinicoque Demonstrata.”


Wolfson’s book was a product of more than a decade of work, and after completing the draft manuscript, he spent another two years revising and polishing the work.
 With the exception of a few stingy reviews, the book was very well received. George Santayana, Wolfson’s former teacher and mentor, wrote to Wolfson in no uncertain words upon receiving copies of the volumes in 1936:

It is a real gift of so much hidden light on Spinoza, and I am truly grateful…I have already read enough to see how much learning and what perfect simplicity you bring to your book, and how clearly you show the continuity of philosophy through the middle-ages and into the mind and language of Spinoza himself. I have often thought that he was the only philosopher of modern times. I now see one reason that he was not really modern, except as we all must be in our day, but traditional and in the great highway of human speculation: which cannot be said, I think, of any other modern philosopher. Your learning, especially your Hebrew learning, enables you to show this clearly.
  

Leo Schwartz, Wolfson’s biographer and friend, expressed similar admiration for the work:

The Philosophy of Spinoza is a remarkable feat of scholarship and a model of expository prose. Apart from its vast and varied learning, it is exquisite in literary quality. The style throughout is as clear as a bell and of utmost precision.

Schwartz’s praise for Wolfson’s style and erudition are definitely in place. Regrettably, I cannot claim that the work is also precise, at least not when philosophical precision and analysis are at stake. The problems I am about to discuss in this brief study might well be a reflection of the different hermeneutical values of our times against those of Wolfson’s, and in this sense it is trivially true that we are all children of our own age, prone to fall prey to the blind spots and ideologies dominating our times.


Analysis in high resolution and careful attention to details could not count among the virtues of Wolfson’s book. Throughout the work Wolfson frequently makes gross generalizations and presents claims that might be acceptable only if one paints a picture with a very broad brush. Thus, for example, Wolfson suggests that the distinguished form of Spinoza’s Ethics was shared by no other text than… the Mishna:
In Hebrew literature, this form of proposition is characteristic of the Mishna, which contains a digest of the teachings of the Tannaim, legal as well as ethical.

In a sense, it is true that both the Mishna and Euclid’s Elements are written with a certain degree of concision. But, of course, poetry also tends toward concision, and for all I can tell describing the Mishna as written more geometrico is just as sensible as claiming that Zen koans are written more geometrico.


Let me provide another example. Addressing the continuity of Spinoza’s thought throughout his philosophical career, Wolfson presents the following grand announcement:
Whatever difference may be found between his various works, they are only in the use of terminology, or in the restatement of the views of others, or in the arguments employed against those views. In his essential doctrines no change or even development is to be noticed in all these works.
 
One might perhaps venerate Wolfson’s daring in making such a sweeping claim, but as one can expect it fails poorly the test of reality. Here is a very brief and quite partial list of major philosophical issues about which Spinoza changed his stance from his early to the later texts. In his early texts, Spinoza presents God as uncaused
; in the late works this assertion completely disappears, and instead God is said to be “cause of itself.”
 In the early texts, Spinoza would allow occasionally for some causal interaction between modes of different attributes;
 in the Ethics and other late writing no such causation is allowed. In the early Short Treatise, the infinite modes are said to cause the finite modes
; in the Ethics, Spinoza explicitly denies that the infinite modes may have finite modes as their effects.
 In the early Short Treatise the “corporeal and intellectual substances” are presented as modes of God
; in the Ethics, Spinoza will not allow such a talk: the extended substance and the thinking substance are not, in any sense, modes of God. In the early Short Treatise, the key notion of immanent cause combines efficient causation with the part-whole relation
; in the Ethics, an immanent cause combines efficient causation with inherence.
 In the early Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, motion is said to be conceived through quantity while quantity is fundamental and is not conceived through any other notion
; in the late works, motion is conceived through extension while extension is a self-conceived attribute.
 In the Short Treatise, Spinoza claims that nature has an end (and that humanity is not the end of nature)
; in the Ethics, Spinoza harshly criticizes those who believe that nature has any end at all.
  

Moreover, a discerning reader is likely to realize that on quite a few occasions Spinoza not only changed his views in the late writings but in fact criticized his own earlier views. Of such a kind is Spinoza’s scolding, in the Tractatus Politicus, of those who claim that “the mob is terrifying if unafraid,” a claim Spinoza himself asserts in the Ethics; in the Tractatus Politicus – Spinoza’s latest and incomplete work – he stresses that all mortals, plebeians and patricians alike, are “terrifying if unafraid.”

Another central feature of Wolfson’s reading of Spinoza that would not square with current day hermeneutic norms is his insistence that he could somehow access the original mind of Spinoza behind the text of the Ethics:

In the case of the Ethics of Spinoza, there is, on the one hand, an explicit Spinoza, whom we shall call Benedictus. It is he who speaks in definitions, axioms, and propositions; it is he who reasons according to the rigid method of the geometer. Then, there is, on the other hand, the implicit Spinoza, who lurks behind these definitions, axioms, and propositions, only occasionally revealing himself in the scholia; his mind is crammed with traditional philosophical lore and his thought turns along the beaten logical paths of medieval reasoning. Him we shall call Baruch.

The picture which we have to reconstruct in our jig-saw puzzle is the Ethics as it was originally formed in the mind of Spinoza, of which the present Ethics in its geometrical form is only a bare outline.

With the exception of some scholia which “occasionally reveal” Spinoza’s genuine thought, Wolfson distrusts the text of the Ethics as providing reliable information about Spinoza’s actual thinking. Beyond the obvious feeling of dealing with a grand conspiracy theory, the reader is left to wonder about the nature of Wolfson’s unique access to Spinoza’s mind, beyond the text. 

Since Spinoza’s idiosyncratic “geometrical method” is the most salient feature of the Ethics which conceals the genuine thought of “Baruch” – according to Wolfson – it would seem worthwhile to turn our attention to Wolfson’s distinct treatment of this very method.

More Geometrico or More Rabbinico?

Wolfson’s argument that Spinoza did not consider the employment of the geometrical method as either a necessary or sufficient condition for the validity and truth of the philosophical claims discussed is indeed correct.
 Spinoza used the geometrical method in his 1663 Renati des Cartes Principiorum Philosophiae Pars I & II – the only work published under Spinoza’s name in his lifetime – despite the very substantial reservations Spinoza had about the views presented by Descartes in the Principles. On the other hand, both the Short Treatise and the Theological-Political Treatise presented Spinoza’s own philosophy without employing the geometrical method. Were Wolfson to restrict his reservation about the geometrical method to this modest claim, he would have been treading on safe ground. Unfortunately, Wolfson developed his critique of the ascription of any importance to Spinoza’s geometrical method in a far-fetched manner. 

Addressing the elements of the geometrical method, Wolfson writes:
The terms ‘definitions,’ ‘axioms,’ ‘propositions,’ and their like are used by Spinoza more or less indiscriminately as conventional labels to be pasted in here and there in order to give to his work the external appearance of a work of geometry.

The only support Wolfson provides for this fanciful claim is the observation that on occasion some claims of Spinoza change their status within the geometrical structure. Thus, for example, some of the propositions of the Ethics appear as axioms in the First Appendix to the Short Treatise, one of Spinoza’s early texts. The simple, and almost trivial, reason for this change is the fact that the First Appendix to the Short Treatise is written in a unique manner in Spinoza’s philosophical corpus. This short text is written more geometrico, with axioms, propositions and demonstrations, but without definitions. In the absence of definitions several claims which in the Ethics Spinoza will present as demonstrable propositions are left in the First Appendix as mere axioms. In the absence of definitions, the proof power of the unique geometrical method of the First Appendix to the Short Treatise was indeed much more restricted.
 If anything, this nuanced and well-calibrated change in the status of the claims in the First Appendix in comparison to the Ethics indicates that Spinoza was utterly careful in his application of the statuses of propositions and axioms.

Summarizing his discussion of the geometrical form of the Ethics, Wolfson writes:

What the motives were that prompted Spinoza to depart from the old form of exposition can only be conjectured, but among them there may have been the desire to produce a book which externally would be different from all other books in philosophy. He had something new to say, and he wanted to say it in a new way. And perhaps, also, he chose the geometrical form in order to avoid the temptation of citing scripture.

It is hard to believe Wolfson meant these claims to be taken as serious scholarship, but for all I can tell this was indeed his intent. Suffice it to say that there are numerous “new ways” Spinoza could say what he wished to say if his motivation for the employment of the geometrical method were merely “the desire to produce a book which externally would be different from all other books in philosophy.” The vast majority of these other new styles of writing philosophy are far less demanding than the exacting and precise method he actually chose. For the most part, Spinoza’s arguments in the Ethics are formulated with a high degree of precision. Ostensibly, Wolfson failed to appreciate this essential fact. As to Wolfson’s insight into Spinoza’s mind and his alleged temptation “to cite scripture,” I can only refer the reader to Spinoza’s repeated assertions in the Theological-Political Treatise that scripture (and faith) must be strictly separated from philosophy.


Spinoza’s actual reasons for choosing to write his philosophical masterpiece in the highly demanding geometrical method are not difficult to figure out. Spinoza’s remarks about the virtues of mathematics and specifically the geometrical method make clear that he regarded it as the paradigm of certain and conclusive reasoning, immune to doubt and utterly convincing.
 Occupying no position of authority or power, Spinoza relied on the authority of the most demanding and precise science in order to advance claims which very few of his contemporaries share and take on the most influential philosophers of his age, such as Descartes and Bacon. This was in fact one of his wisest choices, both philosophically and politically.

Conclusion

In the ninety years which have passed since the publication of Wolfson’s book it has been subject to extensive critique, some of which was quite harsh.
 Today the book is still cited occasionally,
 but many scholars treat it with much caution.

Wolfson’s Spinoza book was part of a broader strategy in which he attempted to counter Hegel’s Christian-centered historiography of Western philosophy. By stressing the crucial role of both Philo and Spinoza, Wolfson attempted to spoil Hegel’s party which allowed for a very limited and marginal role for non-Christian philosophical works. Wolfson should be commended for taking on Hegel’s exclusive historiography. However, the major faults of Wolfson’s Spinoza book – its broad-brush discussion of both Spinoza and his medieval predecessors – had a certain chilling effect on the evaluation and recognition of the Jewish background of Spinoza’s philosophy. For some Spinoza scholars with no direct access to the medieval Jewish texts, the problems of Wolfson’s book – still the major study on the topic – are taken as indicative of the weakness of the entire program of situating Spinoza in his Jewish context. For those of us who are aware of the importance of the Jewish background of Spinoza’s philosophy this chilling effect is truly unfortunate. 
Yitzhak Y. Melamed
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