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Illuminations On Ethics - An  Analysis of Spinoza’s Metaphysics Through the Lens of Kabbalah


Abstract:  
In this paper I will argue that Spinoza's metaphysics reflects the Kabbalist metaphysical system. In much of the contemporary literature, the influence of early modern thinkers such as Descartes has been aggrandized to the detriment of other influences on his thought, such as the Kabbalistic tradition. I will argue that there is strong historical evidence to suggest that Spinoza was exposed to and engaged in Kabbalah, such as his references to Kabbalah in his works and letters, the books he owned and the opinions of his contemporaries. Secondly, I shall argue that Spinoza's metaphysical system mirrors Kabbalistic metaphysics. Although some concepts are substituted and alternate methodologies adopted, I advocate that the mechanics of the two systems are strikingly similar. I posit that Spinoza sublates the Kabbalist system into an atemporal form. Finally, I argue that reading Spinoza through the lens of Kabbalah can elucidate some of the obscurities in his work and can solve problems that seem to arise when determining the relationship between God and attributes and can explain seemingly anachronistic metaphysical concepts which scholars have located in Spinoza’s oeuvre.  


[bookmark: _Int_yGOEuVy5][bookmark: _Int_nlImAjYC]‘If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, Infinite. For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.’ 
-William Blake[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Blake, W. (1790) The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Reprint, New York: Chelsea House, 1987] 

  
‘Everything is filled with the undifferentiated light of the Infinite Godhead [Ein Sof], without beginning or end.’ 
-Chaim Vital[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Vital, C. (1573) Etz Chaim [Tree of Life]. [no place]: [no publisher] - a recollection of the teachings of Rabbi Isaac Luria, a key 16th century kabbalistic thinker in] 


	1 – Introduction:

This paper has three core arguments which can operate individually, though come together to form my main thesis. Firstly, I shall argue that there is strong historical evidence to suggest that Spinoza was exposed to and engaged in the Kabbalistic tradition. I will show that although we have little in the way of writing by Spinoza on the topic of Kabbalah, an examination of his contemporaries, relations, and books in his possession show that an awareness of Kabbalah is hard to deny. Secondly, I shall contend that Spinoza’s metaphysical system mirrors that of Kabbalah. Here I shall advocate that although some concepts are substituted, and alternate methodologies are adopted, the mechanics of the two systems are strikingly similar. Finally, I shall argue that if one considers the resemblance to Kabbalah and hence views Ethics[footnoteRef:4] through a Kabbalistic lens, one can better understand Spinoza’s view. This approach also helps one understand complications that seem to arise in respect to the relationship between God/Nature and the attributes.  [4:  Benedictus De Spinoza, Curley, E.M. and Hampshire, S. (2005). Ethics. London ; New York: Penguin Books.] 


Here, I argue for a stronger of two theses. I aim to demonstrate that Spinoza was directly influenced by Kabbalah and although he did not except all its claims - or any of its claims without rigorous rationalistic consideration – he recognized in it the foundations of a metaphysical system which he believed rang true. However, if the reader rejects this stronger thesis, they may find a weaker thesis (if any) more appealing: this would be the notion that Spinoza was not influenced or sufficiently versed in Kabbalistic thought, however, perhaps by chance or due to the perennial nature of such a philosophy, there are parallels between his specific form of monism and the metaphysics found in Kabbalah. The three strands of my thesis, as laid out above, function independently and hence one can adopt the weaker thesis and reject the stronger thesis by expunging the historical claims. However, I hope to now demonstrate that there is compelling evidence to suggest that Spinoza had a high-level understanding of Kabbalah.

[bookmark: _Int_6nKDLHMo]One challenge which arises when attempting to locate Kabbalistic sentiments within Spinoza’s oeuvre is that Kabbalah itself is something difficult to define. Often translated (in much an over-reductive manor) as Jewish-mysticism, Kabbalah is better understood as a school of thought rather than a self-contained doctrine or world view. Thus, Melamed warns of ‘the false presupposition as to the existence of a unified theoretical corpus that is referred to by the term ‘Kabbalah’’ (Melamed, 2018)[footnoteRef:5]. Hence, it appears to have rough edges and a slippery, hard to define nature. Undeniably tied to Judaism and Talmudic scholasticism, the boarder between Kabbalah, theosophy and theology is often blurry. However, as Scholem points out, historically – and especially during the late Middle Ages – ‘Kabbalah’ was used as a buzzword to sell other brands of spiritualism from the ‘weakly Judaic meditations of deeply Christian mystics to the carnival attractions of geomancy and tarot-card fortune telling’ (Scholem, 2006)[footnoteRef:6].  [5:  Melamed, Y.Y. (2018). From the Gate of Heaven to the ‘Field of Holy Apples’: Spinoza and the Kabbalah. [online] Available at: https://www.academia.edu/37708754/Spinoza_and_the_Kabbalah_From_the_Gates_of_Heaven_to_the_Field_of_Holy_Apples_ [Accessed 14 Mar. 2024].]  [6:  Scholem, G. (2006). Alchemy and Kabbalah. Spring Publications.] 


There exists a variety of opinions when it comes to what counts as authetntic Kabbalah. This stems from the fact that the Kabbalistic school had a tendency to take on and subsume other forms of esotericism and mysticism in the late Middle Ages. Scholem himself argues that ‘even the most alien elements of occidental folklore became “Kabbalah”’ and that ‘many books that flaunt the word Kabbalah on their title pages have nothing or practically nothing to do with it’ (Scholem, 2006)[footnoteRef:7]. Scholem, in his earlier works[footnoteRef:8] defines Kabbalah as ‘the tradition of things divine [...] the sum of Jewish mysticism’ (Scholem, 1965)[footnoteRef:9]. However, the school of Kabbalah can be further divided into various subdivisions of traditions. Here I am principally concerned with the major forms of Kabbalah: the Zoharic (the tradition following the Zohar – a collection of works which aim to interpret the Torah in a mystical and esoteric light) and Lurianic school (that which is concerned with the thought of Isaac Luria and his followers)[footnoteRef:10]. [7:  ibid]  [8:  It is worth noting that there are significant differences as to where Scholem draws the line between Kabbalah and other traditions such as alchemy between his earlier and later works. He himself admits to this in the prologue to Alchemy and Kabbalah (Scholem, 2006)]  [9:  ]  [10:  There is much debate about the origins of different subsets of the Kabbalistic tradition, with most sects having amongst them those who claim that their sub-group is older or more accurate. However, most of the Kabbalistic elements which are discussed here are held by the majority of Kabbalists] 


		2 – Historical:
In a search for Spinoza’s Kabbalistic influence, an obvious first place to look is any explicit remarks by Spinoza himself, however this route of recourse leaves much to be desired. In the ninth chapter of his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (Spinoza, 1670)[footnoteRef:11] he remarks that: [11:  Spinoza, B. de (2016). The Collected Works of Spinoza. Translated by E. Curley. Princeton University Press.] 

‘I have also read, and for that matter, known personally, certain Kabbalistic triflers. I’ve never been able to be sufficiently amazed by their madness’
This of course seems highly dismissive of Kabbalah and those who practice it; however, one must remember the great breadth of Kabbalistic thought. There were many thinkers during the 17th century who practiced a wide array of esotericisms under the banner of Kabbalah. There were most likely many aspects of Kabbalah that appalled Spinoza, such as numerology, however this does not necessarily mean that Spinoza viewed the entirety of Kabbalistic literature with great disdain. Although pejorative in tone, this quote is evidence towards the notion that Spinoza was well-read with regards to Kabbalist literature. This comment in the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus is sometimes claimed to be his only explicit remarks on the topic, however there may also be reference made in a letter he wrote to Henry Oldenburg in 1675:
‘I affirm […] with all the ancient Hebrews, as far as we can conjecture from certain traditions, corrupted as they have been in many ways’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Spinoza, B. de (2016). The Collected Works of Spinoza. Translated by E. Curley. Princeton University Press.] 

Oldenburg was, at the time, the secretary of the Royal Society in London[footnoteRef:13]. As to what Spinoza is referring to when he talks of such corrupted traditions, Melamed makes a strong case. He argues that Kabbalah, which has a literal translation of ‘tradition’, was viewed by most 17th century Jewish thinkers as a ‘corpus of ancient wisdom that got corrupted’ (Melamed, 2016)[footnoteRef:14]. If so, this would be another indication of Spinoza’s Kabbalistic leanings. [13:  There is a lot to be said about the Royal Society’s fascinating relationship to Kabbalah and Alchemy – especially under the presidency of Isaac Newton - however that is not discussed here]  [14:  Melamed, Y.Y. (2017). The Influence of Abraham Cohen de Herrera’s Kabbalah on Spinoza’s Metaphysics. Journal of the History of Philosophy, 55(3), pp. 544-545.] 


However, this is not the only path available to us when exploring Spinoza’s Kabbalistic influence; we also have the cultural-historical dimension. The Netherlands of the early modern period had an unprecedented vibrancy and level of cultural diversity. Much of the current literature on Spinoza tends to focus on his more classical rationalist and early modern influence such as that of Descartes, this is to the detriment of being blind to his other influences such as Kabbalah. A notable exception is that of Aanen; he highlights that 
‘several prominent members of the Jewish community in the capital [Amsterdam] at the time, Sephardic, and Ashkenazi alike, were practicing Kabbalah. Undoubtedly quite a few others were too, although their identities still elude us, and there are a large number of kabbalistic works still waiting to be explored’ (Aanen, 2016)[footnoteRef:15]. [15:  Aanen, J. (2016). The Kabbalistic Sources of Spinoza. The Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy, 24(2), pp.279–299. doi:https://doi.org/10.1163/1477285x-02401003.] 

Aanen names ‘Menasseh ben Israel, Isaac da Fonseca, Abraham Cohen de Herrera, Meir Stern, Elijah and Joseph Delmedigo, and Miguel Spinoza’ as some of Spinoza’s Kabbalisticly-minded contemporaries and compatriots (ibid).

Furthermore, upon perusing the various volumes within Spinoza’s sizeable personal library[footnoteRef:16], there are a few volumes which deal with Lurianic Kabbalah. This includes the book Abscondito Sapientiæ, or as it was also known: Ta’alumot Hokmah [Hiddenness / Mysteries of Wisdom]. The Ta’alumot Hokmah was probably chiefly written by Joseph Delmedigo[footnoteRef:17] (1581-1655) who served as a rabbi in Amsterdam circa 1629, though the book itself also attributes the status of co-author to Elijah Delmedigo the father of Joseph. The book contained a number of discussions on Kabbalah, specifically of the Lurianic school. Also in his collection was a volume by Menahem Recanati[footnoteRef:18] (titled: Perush 'Al ha-Torah), who was a rabbi who wrote about halacha and penned a commentary on the siddur. This particular volume which was in Spinoza’s possession consists of a Kabbalistic analysis of the Torah. [16:  We have access to an inventory of Spinoza’s library thanks to the work of Jacob van Sluis and Jonnis Musschenga. I would also like to thank the kind people at the Spinoza Museum (Vereniging het Spinozahuis) for helping me gain access to their archived records]  [17:  Sometimes written as ‘del Medigo’]  [18:  Occasionally referenced under the name Menahem Marcanati. This could be an alternate name or, more likely, a mistranslation of from Recanati] 


We also have testimony from some of his contemporaries that suggests Spinoza was engaging in Kabbalistic thought. Most crucially are the various mentions of Spinoza in the writings, both public and private, of Leibniz. Piecing the extant works together we can build a timeline of his changing relationship with, and opinion of, Spinoza. It seems that initially, Leibniz viewed Spinoza as a simple Cartesian of little importance. In a letter to Jacob Thomasius (Leibniz’s former teacher in Leipzig) from 1669, Leibniz writes that ‘hardly any of the Cartesians have added anything to the discoveries of their master. Certainly Clauberg, Raey, Spinoza, Clerselier, Heerbord, Tobias Andreae and Henry Regius have published only paraphrases of their leader’ (Leibniz, 1669)[footnoteRef:19]. Although Leibniz may seem unfairly dismissive of Spinoza, it is important to remember that at this point in time, Spinoza’s only main published works were his book on Descartes (Principia Philosophiae Cartesianae)[footnoteRef:20] and his Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being[footnoteRef:21]. Leibniz later became more intimately aware of Spinoza’s work through their mutual friend and colleague Ehrenfreid Walther von Tschirnhaus (1651-1708). Tschirnhaus first worked with Oldenburg in England but was sent to study with Leibniz circa 1675[footnoteRef:22]. Curley explains how  [19:  Leibniz, G.W. (1956). Philosophical Papers and Letters. Chicago University Press.]  [20:  Spinoza, B. de (1998). Principles of Cartesian Philosophy. Hackett Publishing.]  [21:  Spinoza, B. (1660) Korte Verhandeling van God, de mensch en deszelvs welstand [Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being]. Translated by Wolf, A. New York: Russel & Russel Inc]  [22:  We know this because Leibniz kept a regular correspondence with Oldenburg from 1670 onwards mainly in order for Leibniz to hear, through Oldenburg what Newton was doing at the Royal Society. In a letter to Oldenburg dated 1675, Leibniz thanks Oldenburg for ‘sending Tschirnhaus to us’] 

‘Tschirnhaus in turn later tried to act as an intermediary between Spinoza and Leibniz, seeking permission from Spinoza to let Leibniz see a manuscript copy of the Ethics, which Spinoza was then willing to circulate only among a limited circle of trusted friends’ (Curley, …)[footnoteRef:23]. [23:  Spinoza, B. de (2016). The Collected Works of Spinoza. Translated by E. Curley. Princeton University Press.] 

We also know that Leibniz met Spinoza between late 1676 and early in 1677 as we have Leibniz’s notes titled ‘Two Notations For Discussion With Spinoza’[footnoteRef:24] and in Leibniz’s letter to Abbé Gallois he mentions that he ‘spoke with him [Spinoza] several times and for very long’[footnoteRef:25]. We do not know the exact details of the conversation between Leibniz and Spinoza but what can be observed from the extant letters and notes is that Leibniz’s view of Spinoza seems to shift after this meeting. In a paper Leibniz published in 1698, Leibniz refers to a ‘doctrine of most evil repute, which a writer who was subtle indeed but irreligious, in recent years imposed upon the world, or at least revived’, this doctrine according to Leibniz is that ‘God would be the nature and substance of all things’[footnoteRef:26]. I concur with Loemker who notes that this attack is aimed at and in reference to Spinoza. It is not entirely clear who Leibniz sees as the original proponent of the view which Spinoza ‘revived’, however, it being the pantheism/panentheism found in Kabbalah, would certainly fit. Loemker, in the endnote attached to this quote, argues that ‘the sharpening of Leibniz’s condemnation of Spinoza since the papers following 1678 is conspicuous’ (Loemker, 1969)[footnoteRef:27]. However, not only does Leibniz’s criticisms become more barbed after 1678, but his line of attack is altered – initially he criticises Spinoza for his perceived parroting of Descartes (as shown above), however after 1678 his denunciation falls along the lines that Spinoza is part of a dangerous un-Christian trend. In this same paper of 1698, Leibniz also remarks that he is ‘most certainly convinced that Mr. Sturm[footnoteRef:28], a man distinguished in piety and learning, is far removed from such monstrosities’, the monstrosities he is referencing being ‘this doctrine [which is so far from] increasing the glory of God by removing the idol of nature that it seems rather, like Spinoza’ (Leibniz, 1698)[footnoteRef:29]. Leibniz is attempting to undermine Spinoza on the grounds that his philosophy is incongruent with basic theism. This is best demonstrated in the most revealing of Leibniz’s attacks on Spinoza: Leibniz writes in 1709 that ‘Spinoza formulated his monstrous doctrine from a combination of the Cabala and Cartesianism, corrupted to the extreme’ (Leibniz, 1709)[footnoteRef:30]. If Leibniz wished to disrepute Spinoza from the offset (perhaps, for example, for his lack of Christian faith) one would assume he would have challenged him by claiming that he was a Kabbalist and hence dangerous from the start, however, he only adopts this approach after meeting Spinoza and becoming familiar with Ethics. Although not conclusive, this strongly suggests that as a result of talking to Spinoza and reading his mature works, Leibniz came to the view that Spinoza was strongly influenced by Kabbalah. [24:  Leibniz, G.W. (1956). Philosophical Papers and Letters. Chicago University Press.]  [25:  ibid]  [26:  On Nature Itself, Or On The Inherent Force And Action Of Created Things found in Leibniz, G.W. (1956). Philosophical Papers and Letters. Chicago University Press.]  [27:  Leibniz, G.W. (1956). Philosophical Papers and Letters. Chicago University Press.]  [28:  Johann Christoph Sturm (1635-1703)]  [29:  Leibniz, G.W. (1956). Philosophical Papers and Letters. Chicago University Press.]  [30:  ibid] 


	3 – Comparative:
The combined evidential power of Spinoza’s explicit references to Kabbalah, his contemporary perception as being a Kabbalist and his ownership of Kabbalistic literature seems strong enough to conclude that it was highly likely that Spinoza was well-versed in Kabbalistic thought. I shall now turn to the metaphysical similarities between the Spinozian and Kabbalistic systems[footnoteRef:31].  [31:  One brief clarification is in order here; there is of course great diversity within the Kabbalistic tradition, with a myriad of writers who each generated unique metaphysical systems. However, the basic building blocks (such as sefirot, Ein-Sof etc.) are held in common with all main-stream canonical Kabbalists. As Scholem put it, ‘most if not all Kabbalistic speculation and doctrine is concerned with the realm of the divine emanations or sefiroth, in which God’s creative power unfolds. Over a long period of years, Kabbalists devised many ways of describing this realm. But throughout their history it remained the principal content of their vision’ (Scholem, 1965). Hence, when drawing a comparison, I shall simply refer to the Kabbalistic system and only discuss divergences where necessary (such as in the case with tzimtzum which I address below).] 


The Kabbalist metaphysical system aims to explain the nature of everything by adopting various elements[footnoteRef:32]. Firstly, there is the Ein-Sof[footnoteRef:33]. Appearing in almost all forms of Kabbalah, it is the status of God as unlimited and infinite in an infinite number of ways. The Ein-Sof is traditionally described as so abstract and infinite that we cannot truly imagine it or even express it through pedestrian language. Hence, it is quite common for Kabbalist writers to attempt to express the concept through symbolism. It is important to remember that although the Ein-Sof is a name for God, this system does not attach any further assumptions of its nature as a traditional theistic view would. From the Ein-Sof comes the sefirot[footnoteRef:34] these are the qualities of the Ein-Sof which are radiated from it. The sefirot can be understood as expressions of the Ein-Sof. Like the Ein-Sof, the sefirot are often spoken of in highly metaphorical language. One image that is often used is the sefirot being light pouring out of the lamp which is Ein-Sof. Most sources of Kabbalistic literature detail the presence of ten known sefirot[footnoteRef:35] with each one being unique in their nature but emanating from the Ein-Sof in the same manor. As the sefirot originate from the Ein-Sof, the Ein-Sof is prior to the sefirot: each sephirah is metaphysically dependent upon (or, to use the early-modern language, ‘in’) the Ein-Sof. In early-modern Kabbalah[footnoteRef:36] the Ein Sof is said to exist by virtue of its own nature to exist. The sefirot are also more immanent than the Ein-Sof; we have access to knowledge of the sefirot. Furthermore, the sefirot represent the attributes[footnoteRef:37] of the Ein-Sof. Although each sephirah is an aspect of the Ein-Sof through any sephirah one can attempt to know the Ein-Sof. Although most Kabbalists believe that the Ein-Sof cannot be truly and fully comprehended, they believe its existence can be learned of even if only one of the sefirot is known. That is to say that, according to Kabbalistic literature, two people can both know of the Ein-Sof even if they are each aware of different revealed aspects (sefirot).  [32:  To be clear, there are various named elements though some elements are qualitatively/numerologically identical to each other. Just as in the Fregean sense one may explain the cosmos by appealing to both the morning and evening star]  [33:  Also spelt ‘Eyn-Sof’ (אֵין סוֹף) it has a literal translation of ‘infinite’ though is often translated to English as ‘Infinite God-Head’]  [34:  (סְפִירוֹת), literally meaning ‘emanations’, the singular form is ‘sephirah’]  [35:  There is some heterogeneity of opinions amongst writers here, however most (including those who were most likely familiar to Spinoza such as the Zohar and Lurianic works) agree that the known number is ten, rather than the occasionally claimed twelve or twenty-two]  [36:  Especially in the works of Abraham Cohen de Herrera. See (Melamed, 2018) and (Aanen, 2016)]  [37:  Here, I am using ‘attribute’ in the sense often found in Kabbalist literature, that is, a predicate] 


This system is largely paralleled in Spinoza’s metaphysics. Although different language is used between the two systems, it can be demonstrated how they function in a similar way by mapping one onto the other. The Ein-Sof corresponds to the singular substance of infinite nature which Spinoza calls God/nature. Both Ein-Sof and nature are pantheistic/panentheistic and have an infinite number of attributes. Furthermore, they are both described as being eternally[footnoteRef:38] self-actualizing. Just as Spinoza talks of the attributes as the expressions of a substance, so do the kabbalists talk about sefirot being the expressions of the Ein-Sof. There are of course a variety of interpretations of Spinoza’s metaphysics, however most mainstream standard interpretations of his System (such as that of Melamed) argue that modes are expressions of the substance. Both the Ein-Sof and God/nature are  [38:  There is a slight variation between Ein-Sof and God/nature and their respective relationships with time – this is discussed below] 


[bookmark: _Int_IxewhAh3]There still remains of course the question of how or why such similarities have emerged. If Spinoza came from a culture rich in Kabbalistic practice it could theoretically be the case that he believed in Lurianic / Zoharic Kabbalah in a religious, almost dogmatic, sense. However, this runs contrary to the commonly perceived nature of Spinoza; he was at heart a philosopher who employed epistemic caution among other intellectual virtues. Strauss notes Spinoza’s tendency to make a ‘distinction between “skeptical” and the “dogmatic” conception of the relation between reason and scripture’ (Strauss, 1930)[footnoteRef:39]. I therefore propose that a better explanation is that he agreed with some of the metaphysical conclusions found in the works of Isaac Luria, Abraham Cohen de Herrera, and the Zohar, however he did not find their methodologies and arguments sufficient. Hence, we can view Spinoza’s metaphysics as rationalizing or philosophizing Kabbalistic metaphysics. However, this process was not applied blindly; we know Spinoza’s view of certain ‘Kabbalistic triflers’ (Spinoza, 1670)[footnoteRef:40] and, as I shall discuss below, he moved away from the chronological aspects of Kabbalistic metaphysics including tzimtzum. Such historic character portrait painting may seem otiose; however, it is important to understand Spinoza’s process when we examine the mirroring of the two metaphysical systems. [39:  Strauss, L. (1996). Spinoza’s Critique of Religion. University of Chicago Press.]  [40:  Spinoza, B. de (2016). The Collected Works of Spinoza. Translated by E. Curley. Princeton University Press.] 


Although I have just demonstrated the key similarities between the two metaphysical systems, the most obvious method of objection to my thesis would be to appeal to differences between Spinoza and Kabbalah. There are of course some differences between the two systems, most crucial among them being the notion of tzimtzum (צמצום). Tzimtzum, as explained in Lurianic Kabbalah, is the process in which the Ein-Sof contracts[footnoteRef:41], limiting itself to give way for the emanations of the sefirot. In an effort to ascertain the history of the concept of tzimtzum, Scholem writes that ‘the tzimtzum, or self-limitation […] does not occur in the Zohar. It originates in other old treatises, but became truly significant only with Luria’ (Scholem, 1965)[footnoteRef:42]. However, the notion of the Ein-Sof undergoing tzimtzum seems to be at odds with Spinoza’s understanding of the monist substance (Ein-Sof/god/nature). Firstly, and most obviously, Spinoza objects to the possibility of the ultimate substance limiting itself. In Book 1 of Ethics, he writes that ‘every substance is necessarily infinite’ (1P8) and that ‘a substance which is absolutely infinite is indivisible’ (1P13) (Spinoza, 1677)[footnoteRef:43]. It is clear that these passages eliminate the possibility of tzimtzum in the Spinozian model. Melamed also points out that the first appendix to Spinoza’s Korte Verhanedling van God, de Mensch, en deszelvs Welstandn (Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being) also appears to run contrary to the idea of tzimtzum (Melamed, 2018)[footnoteRef:44]. Here Spinoza writes that ‘what is cause of itself could not have possibly limited itself’ (A6)[footnoteRef:45]. Melamed, accurately highlights how this passage negates the notion of tzimtzum[footnoteRef:46]; for Spinoza, the singular substance is, by definition, infinite and cannot limit itself, however if tzimtzum were to occur the infinite substance / Ein-Sof would limit itself. Melamed is not incorrect here, however the issue goes deeper. To understand the full contradiction, we must understand Spinoza’s concept and use of time. [41:  ‘Contract’ or ‘self-limitation’ are the terms most often used in English translations of Lurianic Kabbalah, however the notion of tzimtzum is extremely difficult to capture]  [42:  Scholem, G.G. (1965) On the Kabbalah and its symbolism. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.]  [43:  Spinoza, B. de, Curley, E.M. and Hampshire, S. (2005). Ethics. London; New York: Penguin Books.]  [44:  Melamed, Y.Y. (2018). From the Gate of Heaven to the ‘Field of Holy Apples’: Spinoza and the Kabbalah. [online] Available at: https://www.academia.edu/37708754/Spinoza_and_the_Kabbalah_From_the_Gates_of_Heaven_to_the_Field_of_Holy_Apples_ [Accessed 14 Mar. 2024].]  [45:  Spinoza, B. de (2016). The Collected Works of Spinoza. Translated by E. Curley. Princeton University Press.]  [46:  Melamed goes a step further and makes the claim that this passage was included for and targeted at those who believed in the idea of tzimtzum. I do not find the evidence sufficient to warrant such a claim - Melamed accepts that this claim cannot yet be proved] 


In the appendix to Principia philosophiae cartesianae (The Principles of Cartesian Philosophy), Spinoza lays out a rudimentary taxonomy of being (Spinoza, 1663)[footnoteRef:47]. First, he divides ‘Being, by which I understand What-ever, when it is clearly and distinctly perceived, we find to exist necessarily, or at least to be able to exist’ from ‘Chimeras, Fictitious Beings, and Beings of reason […] [which] can not in any way be classed as beings’ (ibid). Delving deeper, we find that ‘a Being of reason is nothing but a mode of thinking, which helps us to retain, explain, and imagine’ (ibid). This is where the concept of time comes in: ‘the modes of thinking by which we [explain things] are called time …’ (ibid). What this taxonomy crucially shows is that for Spinoza, time does not metaphysically exist, rather it is better understood as a mental faculty or phenomenological experience, which has pragmatic use. [47:  Spinoza, B. de (2016). The Collected Works of Spinoza. Translated by E. Curley. Princeton University Press.] 

Returning to tzimtzum, a core part of this doctrine is its temporal aspect. In order for tzimtzum to occur, there must be a before-state in which the Ein-Sof expands itself infinitely and an after-state in which it has contracted itself[footnoteRef:48]. Key Lurianic-Kabbalistic literature is filled with temporal language when describing tzimtzum:  [48:  There are of course various interpretations of tzimtzum, however whether one understands it as a limiting of power or the physical process of creating a void, there necessarily is change though the axis of time] 

‘at the beginning of everything all of existence was an undifferentiated light, known as the light of the Infinite Godhead [Ein-Sof], blessed be He. There was no vacant region or empty expanse, but everything was the light of the Infinite Godhead. […] He contracted [tzimtzem] His essence […] and between them a vacant region remained. This was the first contraction’ (Vital, 1573)[footnoteRef:49] [49:  The italics are my own addition in order to highlight the chronological/temporal language used] 

This is a further contradiction between tzimtzum and Spinoza’s system. Tzimtzum can be understood as the chronological bridge between Ein-Sof and sefirot. Spinoza does not simply expunge the notion of tzimtzum, rather he remodels the Kabbalistic metaphysical system into an atemporal form. Spinoza’s system consists of the same elements, relations, and mechanics as the Kabbalistic system; however, he collapses it so that everything is happening at once[footnoteRef:50]. I therefore propose that this process of adaptation is better understood as Spinoza sublating the Kabbalistic metaphysics to align with his own non-chronological worldview. Hence, although there is a difference between Spinoza and classical Kabbalah, it appears that it is not unaddressed by Spinoza, or, in my opinion, a significant enough variation to warrant abandoning the comparison. [50:  At this level, our own language fails us. It is not even the case that everything is currently occurring, because ‘currently’ assumes the existence of a present] 



	4 – Implications:
My first aim was to demonstrate that it was highly likely that Spinoza had a high-level awareness and understanding of Kabbalah, specifically of the Zoharic and Lurianic forms. I conclude, considering that Spinoza referenced Kabbalah both explicitly and implicitly in his written works, he owned a number of volumes of Kabbalist literature, he came from a culture rich in Kabbalist thinkers and ideas and that his contemporary Leibniz viewed him as a thinker who drew from the Kabbalist well after meeting him, that Spinoza did have a great understanding of the ancient tradition. Although Spinoza, may not have used the same language, methodologies or form as most Kabbalists, I demonstrated that his metaphysical system is similar to the Kabbalistic metaphysics in the way it operates, especially in terms of Ein-Sof/God/Nature and sefirot/modes. 

Furthermore, examining Spinoza’s work in this new light may help to explain modern interpretations which appear to be anachronistic. Some scholars, such as Shein, have argued that the relationship between various modes, as intended by Spinoza, is Fregean. Although this seems to hold metaphysically, the challenge is that such a comparison is anachronistic. However, if a Fregean theory of identity can be located in Kabbalist literature, then this problem could be solved.

The importance of this is that it demonstrates that Spinoza’s Kabbalistic influence and tendencies should not be underestimated. This paper has addressed the historical evidence and has examined the impact his knowledge of Kabbalah has had on his theory with respect to three areas (Ein-Sof, sefirot and tzimtzum) however, if this papers argument is accepted then it should open the door to a further exploration into other possible effects Spinoza’s education in Kabbalah had on his philosophy.
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