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1.
Introduction and research question
For some commentators the attacks of 9/11 were not just a sign of a clash between the West and the Rest, but they were, perhaps even more significantly, another episode in the long term struggle of Enlightenment versus Counter-Enlightenment. The British novelist Martin Amis for example wrote that “September 11 was a day of de-Enlightenment” (The Guardian, 01-05-2002). Immediately after the attacks, commentators, intellectuals and politicians started thinking about ‘our modern values and identity’ again. What values does a 21st century westerner believe in and where do these values come from? Pretty soon, the debate started to be about the Enlightenment. Many felt that the Enlightenment heritage was under attack and claimed that the Islamic civilization had to experience its own Enlightenment. Others claimed that it is a mistake to base oneself merely on Enlightenment ideals. André Rouvoet, at the time leader of the Protestant party ChristenUnie, even accused some of his political opponents of Enlightenment fundamentalism. Whatever else divided the political landscape, all seemed to agree that contemporary problems concerning the relationship between modernity and religion could ultimately be traced back to the Enlightenment. 

The debates about the Enlightenment were not restricted to political discourse, but were an important topic in academic discussions as well. An important reason for renewed interest in the Enlightenment was the publication of a historical interpretation by the British scholar, Jonathan Israel. According to Israel, scholars have long focused on the wrong philosophers when talking about Enlightenment. Not Locke, Hume, Voltaire and Rousseau were the most important Enlightenment figures, but philosophers like Spinoza, Bayle and Diderot were the real Enlightenment radicals. Scholars like Locke, Hume and Voltaire are part of what Israel calls the moderate Enlightenment. Israel argues that while the moderates accepted some of the central tenets of the Enlightenment, they also tried to reconcile these tenets with the core principles of the Christian religion. People like Spinoza, Bayle and Diderot on the other hand completely rejected religion and solely used ‘reason’ to rethink the position of man in society and the universe. 
Israel has argued that it was these radical philosophers who first came up with a coherent philosophy that has formed the basis of our modern worldview and the foundation for our modern political rights. He writes that “radical thought and its social and legal goals had indeed come to form a powerful rival ‘package logic’ – equality, democracy, freedom of the individual, freedom of thought and expression, and a comprehensive religious toleration – that could be proclaimed as a clearly formulated package of basic human rights” (Israel, 2011, p.12). A bold claim which Israel makes is that these radical philosophers were able to conceptualize these values because of their new, secular vision of the universe and man. He states that there is an important link between their metaphysical worldview and their political views.  
As we will see later on, some historians had already discussed Spinoza’s and Diderot’s contribution to the Enlightenment, but no one before Israel claimed that it was Spinoza and Diderot who first systematically thought out the main principles of our modern liberal-democratic political system. Israel’s interpretation thus runs counter to a whole score of previous Enlightenment interpretations. In this essay I will critically examine the political theories of Baruch Spinoza and Denis Diderot. It is my intention to investigate whether their political philosophies are as radical as Israel makes them out to be. I will do this by checking whether they really fulfil all the relevant conditions that Israel gives for belonging to the Radical Enlightenment. 

In doing this investigation, I will be guided by the following research question, which I will be able to answer at the end of this essay:

Do Spinoza’s and Diderot’s political philosophies tick the box on all the relevant elements of the Radical Enlightenment concept, and if not, what does that mean for the usefulness of the concept and what does that say about the alleged connection between metaphysics and radical politics in the philosophies of these two thinkers?

The conclusions that we will reach will have important consequences for the Radical Enlightenment concept as a whole, because Israel points to Spinoza and Diderot as being the most important radical thinkers. If the political theories of Diderot and Spinoza do not tick the box on all the relevant characteristics, questions will arise with respect to the usefulness of the concept. It is wise to add right at the beginning that it is not my intention to make a philosophical argument about the relation between metaphysics and politics in general. We will only look at whether we can find this connection, which has an important place in the Radical Enlightenment concept, in the philosophies of Spinoza and Diderot. 
This research is politically relevant because Israel is one of the first historians to so strongly emphasize the link between Radical Enlightenment philosophy and modernity. It is one of the first Enlightenment interpretations which so forcefully and clearly links one group of Enlightenment philosophers with the modern political values we so cherish. Because of this, Israel’s interpretation has important implications for how we today deal with clashes between modernity and religion. Furthermore, Israel’s theses are important not just because they are historically interesting, but also because they have been given a great deal of attention. The Dutch newspaper NRC Handelsblad for example selected Radical Enlightenment as being one of the fifteen most important books of the last decennium. In addition, a quick Google Scholar search shows that Radical Enlightenment alone has been cited almost a thousand times.  

My research is relevant for political theory because it is a contribution to one of its subdisciplines: the history of political thought. More substantively, this thesis casts doubt on the historical narrative Israel has presented of the origins of liberalism, human rights and democracy. By interweaving original scholarship and existing criticism of Israel, I will show that we need a more nuanced view of how these political values have come about. This is important because a distorted view of the genealogy of these values can lead to wrong views on e.g. the compatibility of religion and liberalism, which is very important in the works of, among others, John Rawls. 
Before going to the core of this thesis, i.e. a discussion of Spinoza’s and Diderot’s political theory, I will first briefly present what exactly the Enlightenment debate is by discussing some of the most important contributions to this debate. One cannot understand the force of Israel’s theses concerning the Enlightenment if one does not know how Israel’s interpretation relates to earlier contributions to this debate. After having sketched how Israel’s interpretation deals with existing Enlightenment historiography, I will elaborate on how exactly we are to test Israel’s claims. I will give more information on the concept of Radical Enlightenment and I will explain how we can test the radicalism of an individual thinker. I will then present the reader with an elaborate analysis of both Spinoza’s and Diderot’s political theory, arguing that they do not consistently live up to Israel’s standards of Radical Enlightenment. I will first give a systematic exposition of their political ideas, showing on what points Israel’s interpretation is mistaken and will end these chapters by summing up on what elements Spinoza and Diderot do not meet Israel’s criteria. After that, I will conclude by reflecting on what these findings mean for the concept of Radical Enlightenment, and how this will influence our view on the relationship between modernity and religion. 
2.
Historiography of the Enlightenment debate

Interpretations of the Enlightenment

Before discussing a number of important interpretations of the Enlightenment, it is wise to make a few general comments about interpreting cultural and intellectual periods. One of the things that make the Enlightenment debate so complex, diverse, but also interesting, is that it is not about concrete political events, but about shifts in ideas, mentalities and attitudes. Whatever one may believe about the arbitrariness of historical periodizations, in a sense, even such complex events as the 1929 financial crisis or the First World War have rather clear geographical and temporal delineations. Furthermore, they are characterized by a number of tangible ‘key events’ that any historical interpretation must accept as given. 
Such delineations are much harder to make in cultural and intellectual history. People did not wake up one day, realized they lived in an enlightened age, and felt that they ought to conform to the new enlightened precepts and customs. The Dutch historian Jelle Noorman writes in this respect that “het is niet zo dat men op 1 september 1715 opeens redelijk, filosofisch, anti-dogmatisch en -autoritair begon te denken en daar op 14 juli 1789 weer mee ophield
” (Noorman, 2007, p.96). When we as 21st century commentators write that the 18th century was an enlightened period, we only highlight certain characteristics that we today find striking and important. As Norman Hampson once put it, “the Enlightenment (…) only existed to the extent that it appears meaningful to isolate certain beliefs and ways of thinking and behaving, and to regard these as especially characteristic of a particular period” (Hampson, 1990, p.9). Isolating certain beliefs is problematic in its own way because most (political) ideas do not emerge out of nowhere, but can often be found, at least in some proto-form, in earlier periods. To quote Hampson again: “however one defines ‘Enlightenment’, some of its characteristics have been present in most ages and no period of history has seen the general acceptance of them all” (Hampson, 1990, p.9). It is certainly not true that everyone in the 18th century was seduced by these philosophical ideals. Perhaps only a small number of people really embraced these new ideas. This means that we use the label Enlightenment to highlight certain features that we, presently, find most important about a certain period, but which contemporaries might have ignored or even rejected.

But still, one cannot deny the fact that between the beginning of the 17th century and the end of the 18th century, people and scholars had very different ideas about science, society, man and the interrelations between these three. And these different ways of thinking were not limited to a select number of isolated geniuses, but were adopted by all kinds of associations, schools, scientific and literary journals and became widespread. In this section I will discuss a number of writers who have tried to trace these changes and who have thus contributed to the interpretation of the Enlightenment. This will help the reader to better place Israel’s interpretation in the broader Enlightenment debate. 

As already stated, thinking about the Enlightenment has not been limited to 20th century historical writing. In a sense, thinking about the Enlightenment started with Kant in 1784, when he asked the question Was ist Aufklärung?. He wrote that “Aufklärung ist der Ausgang des Menschen aus seiner selbst verschuldeten Unmündigkeit. Unmündigkeit ist das Unvermögen, sich seines Verstandes ohne Leitung eines anderen zu bedienen
” (Kant, 1784). For Kant, Enlightenment was thus very much about intellectual emancipation, but not necessarily a clearly defined historical period. Many 18th century intellectuals realized important processes were taking place in their lifetime, but obviously they could not conceptualize these changes to constitute a certain ‘closed’ period in time. In fact, it is only in the 20th century that scholars start to think about ‘the Enlightenment’ as a particular period in time, with a beginning and an end. This is not very surprising, because in many ways we can only define a cultural period when it is ‘over’ and when it is followed by another one. In the case of the Enlightenment, this is normally held to be Romanticism.  
Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945)

The first important interpretation of the Enlightenment is by the German scholar Ernst Cassirer. Dena Goodman writes that “Cassirer did more than anyone else to make the Enlightenment the subject of serious scholarship” and that it was he who first “integrated it into the mainstream of the history of Western thought as a crucial component in its development” (Goodman, 1996, p.63). It thus seems sensible to start with this interpretation of the Enlightenment.


Cassirer’s Die Philosophie der Aufklärung was published in 1932 in German. One of the things that will immediately strike a modern reader is that Cassirer’s interpretation is almost exclusively concerned with ‘pure thought’. He does not give an account of the interplay between politics, economics, science and philosophy, but is almost wholly focused on philosophical debates. Cassirer argues that in order to fully comprehend the importance of the Enlightenment, one has to “[approach it] in its characteristic depth rather than in its breadth” and that it has to be “presented in the light of the unity of its conceptual origin and of its underlying principle rather than of the totality of its historical manifestations” (Cassirer, 2009, p.xi). Although Enlightenment thinkers often held different views on various topics, there was a certain unity in the underlying principles. For Cassirer, “the real philosophy of the Enlightenment (...) consists less in certain individual doctrines than in the form and manner of intellectual activity in general” (ibid., p.xv). 


This form and matter were not based on theological principles, nor or the great 17th century rationalist systems. The Enlightenment had lost faith in the ‘esprit de système’. Instead, they were convinced that all scientific research should be based on the Newtonian method. Cassirer writes that “thanks to Newton, (...) the correlation between nature and human knowledge has now been established once and for all and the bond between them is henceforth inseverable" (ibid., p.44). But for the Enlightenment thinkers, discovering nature was not enough; in fact, it was not even what mattered most. The most important thing for these thinkers was to know more about man. As Alexander Pope wrote in his poem An Essay on man, “Know then thyself, presume not God to scan, the proper study of mankind is man”. The collapse of both the theological and the 17th rationalist worldviews led the Enlightenment thinkers to rethink the place of man. This was done by applying this new critical spirit to all branches of learning, from ethics and politics to psychology and aesthetics. By “doubting and seeking, tearing down and building up”, the Enlightenment thinkers tried to give man a new footing (ibid., p.xv). Man was not to be defined as the Christian sinner, but as a morally autonomous and philosophically critical man. 


Although Cassirer’s interpretation revolves around the unity of the Enlightenment, he does make some room for national differences. He writes that the English were mostly concerned with psychology and were moderate in politics, that the French were more radical in politics and were inclined to materialist systems, and that the Germans were primarily interested in aesthetics, psychology and epistemology. The rest of Europe did not play an important role according to Cassirer. Some Dutch thinkers, who in more recent scholarship have been given centre stage, are hardly mentioned in Cassirer’s book, let alone extensively discussed. For example, he writes that “Spinoza seems hardly to have had any direct influence on eighteenth century thought” (ibid., p.187). Cassirer does not say much about when the Enlightenment ‘started’ and ‘ended’, but it is clear from his overview that he regards the 18th century as most important. 

Paul Hazard (1878-1944) 

Three years after the appearance of Cassirer’s interpretation, the French scholar Paul Hazard published his own interpretation of the Enlightenment, entitled La Crise de la conscience européenne (1935). Hazard, like Cassirer, believes ideas to be the real ‘driving forces’ behind historical processes. He writes that “ce sont les forces intellectuelles et morales, non les forces matérielles, qui dirigent et qui commandent la vie
” (Hazard, 2009, p.11). According to Hazard, understanding the Enlightenment means understanding how people’s beliefs and attitudes between 1680 and 1715 changed. He puts it like this, “[en 1685] la majorité des Français pensent comme Bossuet ; tout d’un coup, [en 1715] les Français pensent comme Voltaire: c’est une révolution
” (ibid., p. 7). This immediately points to an important difference between Hazard and Cassirer. Whereas Cassirer places the Enlightenment in the whole of the eighteenth century, Hazard believes that the core Enlightenment changes had already taken place by 1715. He writes that “à peu près toutes les idées qui ont paru révolutionnaires vers 1760, ou même vers 1789, s’étaient exprimées déjà vers 1680
” (ibid., p.9). 

As the title of the book indicates, Hazard argues that at the end of the 17th century a veritable crisis took place in the minds of European citizens. He begins his book by describing how at the beginning of the 17th century most people respected all the dogmas on which traditional power was based: the dogmas of the church and Christian theology and the dogma of the divine right of kings to rule, in short, “la hiérarchie, la discipline [et] l’ordre
” (ibid., p.7). But in the course of the 17th century, these dogmas lost most, if not all, of their authority. People started having doubts about the truth of the Christian dogmas, proclaimed that they had natural rights and started dreaming of equality.

As stated earlier, these changes were brought about by ‘les forces intellectuelles et morales’, but what exactly were these? In contrast to Cassirer, Hazard does not only look at a number of ‘key thinkers’, but also explains how broader intellectual trends contributed to the emergence of this new worldview. He describes how travel literature made people see their own culture in a new light. Furthermore, he discusses how some religious controversies brought about general religious scepticism ‘from within’ and argues that thinkers like Spinoza and Richard Simon caused similar scepticism by introducing new methods on how to study the Bible. Henceforth, some people started looking at the Bible as a human construct, not as God’s final word. Naturally Hazard also discusses key philosophical thinkers and books, but what is striking is that compared to Cassirer, he gives the centre stage to earlier thinkers. Because his emphasis is on 1680-1715, his interpretation is focused on a number of thinkers Cassirer deemed to be only of secondary importance. Especially important among these are Pierre Bayle, who was rarely mentioned by Cassirer, Fontenelle, Leibniz, John Locke and Baruch Spinoza, who only had very little influence on eighteenth century thought according to Cassirer. Furthermore, thinkers like Diderot, Montesquieu and Hume recede into the background, because they only had to finish what had long before started. 

But not only does Hazard focus on a different period in time, he also puts the emphasis on different places. France and England still play a major role, but Hazard also points to the contribution of the United Provinces. As I have already mentioned, he gives more attention to individual Dutch thinkers like Spinoza, but it is also about the importance of the United Provinces as a hub in the cultural and intellectual network. For example, Hazard refers to the fact that Pierre Bayle and John Locke both spent considerable amount of time in the United Provinces. The relatively free and tolerant atmosphere in the United Provinces enabled them to spread books, pamphlets and ideas that were considered too dangerous to be published in other countries.

Max Horkheimer (1895-1973) & Theodor Adorno (1903-1969)

Although Cassirer and Hazard differ on a number of important points, one can sense that they both care very much about the Enlightenment ideals and that both believe the Enlightenment to have been a ‘good’ and important development in European history. For them Enlightenment is something inherently positive.  


That this was not so for everyone became clear in 1944 when the German social theorists Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno published their Dialektik der Aufklärung when they were in exile in America. This is not an historical interpretation of the Enlightenment as such: there is no clear chronology and presentation of important books and persons. Instead, the authors wish to show how a certain way of thinking emerged and how this influenced our modern condition. According to them, Enlightenment should not be seen as a sort of liberation, but as a new form of oppression. As they bluntly put it, “Aufklärung ist totalitär
” (Adorno & Horkheimer, 2006, p.12). This way of thinking that they see emerge is a form of instrumental-rationality. Adorno and Horkheimer argue that the Enlightenment began as a way to master and control nature. They write that “was die Menschen von der Natur lernen wollen, ist, sie anzuwenden, um sie und die Menschen vollends zu beherrschen. Nichts anderes gilt. Rücksichtslos gegen sich selbst hat die Aufklärung noch den letzten Rest ihres eigenen Selbstbewußtseins ausgebrannt
” (ibid., p.10). According to Dorinda Outram, this means that “Enlightenment in this view is ultimately totalitarian in the sense that it abandons the quest for meaning and simply attempts to exert power over nature and the world” (Outram, 2013, p.6). 


As already stated, their focus is on this one way of thinking and they have not given a clear chronology of events, people and books. Nor have they tried to contrast instrumental-rationality to other styles of thinking. Because of this, one cannot say that their book puts special emphasis on a certain period or location. In fact, although this instrumental-rationality style is dominant in the Enlightenment, it is not unique to it. It can be found from the beginnings of philosophy in Ancient Greece to contemporary philosophy. 
This interpretation is nowadays not referred to because of its presentation of important thinkers, books and events, but more because it was one of the first books to suggest that fascism and totalitarianism should be understood as products of Enlightenment rationality, and not as deviations from the Enlightenment project. This idea has been influential in postmodern scholarship. A clear continuation of Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s thesis can for example be found in Zygmunt Bauman’s Modernity and the Holocaust (1989), where he argues that the Holocaust is a product of modernity. Adorno and Horkheimer have also been an inspiration to Michel Foucault, who has built on their thesis to investigate how the 18th century did away with traditional forms of domination, but established new ones. 

Peter Gay (1923-present)

In the works of the German-American historian Peter Gay we see a return to the positive side of the Enlightenment. Gay presented his own interpretation of the Enlightenment in two books, both called The Enlightenment, but with different subtitles: the first book is called The Rise of Modern Paganism (1966), the second The Science of Freedom (1969). Like Cassirer and Hazard, Gay focuses primarily on the 18th century philosophes and their books, but he also tries to describe their social relations.


The first line of Gay’s first book is “There were many philosophes in the eighteenth century, but there was only one Enlightenment” (Gay, 1995, p.3). He continues by saying that although there were some important differences among the philosophers, “what is striking is their general harmony” (ibid.). He argues that the Enlightenment philosophers “united on a program of secularism, humanity, cosmopolitanism, and freedom, above all, freedom in its many forms (ibid.). In order to capture this tension between harmony and disagreement, Gay uses the metaphor of a family. By using this metaphor, Gay stresses the fact that Enlightenment was not just about intellectual relationships, but also about relationships between real people. These philosophes did not only discuss the Enlightenment through their books, but also by meeting each other in the Parisian salons, coffeehouses and at elaborate dinners. In this way, people like Voltaire, Diderot, Rousseau, Grimm and Holbach were closely connected to each other. 


In contrast to Hazard and Cassirer, Gay places strong emphasis on the way the Enlightenment thinkers used certain pagan Latin authors to free themselves from the shackles of their faith. He sums it up like this: “they (...) used their classical learning to free themselves from their Christian heritage, and then, having done with the ancients, turned their face toward a modern world view” (ibid., p.8). In fact, the first volume is wholly dedicated to this interplay with antiquity. In the second volume, Gay describes how this new critical spirit was applied to all aspects of society and led to a new and secular vision of man.

We have just seen that Hazard places the beginnings of the Enlightenment around the 1680s and that he includes thinkers like Pierre Bayle in the Enlightenment. According to Gay this should not be done. He argues that “while characteristic Enlightenment ideas existed long before, they achieved their revolutionary force only in the eighteenth century” (ibid., p.17). He explicitly argues that people like Bayle and Hobbes should not be regarded as Enlightenment thinkers, because “[they] lived in a world markedly different from the world of Holbach or Hume” (ibid.). In terms of geography, Gay focuses mainly on Great Britain and France. He writes that “the propagandists of the Enlightenment were French, but its patron saints and pioneers were British: Bacon, Newton, and Locke” (ibid., p.11). The French philosophes thus should be seen as popularisers of 17th century English thought. The Dutch contribution to the Enlightenment, as was emphasized by Hazard, has disappeared completely. Spinoza for example is only mentioned a few times in passing. 

From Enlightenment to Enlightenments

What all interpretations discussed so far have in common is that all are unequivocally about there having been one Enlightenment. However, from the 1970s onwards this idea of only one Enlightenment is increasingly criticized by a number of historians. Slowly but surely these scholars start speaking of there having been in fact multiple Enlightenments. 


A good illustration of this plurality of Enlightenments is Mikuláš Teich’s and Roy Porter’s The Enlightenment in National Context, published in 1981. This is a collection of essays on thirteen national Enlightenments, discussing, next to the familiar French and English Enlightenment, a Swedish, Bohemian and Russian variant. They argue that while the philosophes proclaimed themselves to be cosmopolitans, we as present-day researchers should not disregard the importance of national contexts. They state that “it is important to grasp the many different forms the Enlightenment took in vastly different social and political environments” (Porter & Mukulas, 1981, p.vii). Exactly two decades later Porter expanded his 1981 chapter into a book-length account of the English Enlightenment, simply entitled Enlightenment (2001). What is striking is that he hardly mentions any cross-national influences, and almost completely ignores all French, Dutch and German thinkers. He is exclusively interested in English writers and books. A focus on the British Enlightenment can also be found in Gertrude Himmelfarb’s The Roads to Modernity (2004). She writes that the point of her book is “not merely to establish the chronological priority of the British Enlightenment but also to establish its unique character and historic importance” (Himmelfarb, 2008, p.5). She argues that the (British) Enlightenment was not about “reason, rights, nature, liberty, equality, tolerance, science, progress”, but about the “social virtues” (ibid.). Because of this different focus, she even includes the famous conservative Edmund Burke and John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement, among important Enlightenment thinkers.  The historian J.G.A. Pocock has also written that “we can no longer write satisfactorily of ‘The Enlightenment’ as a unified and universal intellectual movement” (Pocock, 2004, p.13). 


Next to this emphasis on the importance of national contexts, scholars in the 1980s also started writing more about the Enlightenment as a social phenomenon. Some researchers started paying less attention to the philosophes and their ideas, but more to the function and role of coffeehouses, book clubs, freemasonry and other social phenomena
. Scholars like Habermas started writing about the emergence of a public sphere, the importance of class distinctions (i.e. who actually participated in these public debates), the role of women in the coffeehouses, the demise of illiteracy and other social phenomena. 
Jonathan Israel (1946-present)
One might have thought that with these attacks no scholar would again approach the Enlightenment as a unitary, intellectual project. Nothing could be further from the truth however. In 2001 the British historian Jonathan Israel published his Radical Enlightenment, the first volume of three on a major reassessment of the Enlightenment project, together with Enlightenment Contested and Democratic Enlightenment consisting of more than 3000 pages. In the preface of his first volume, Israel immediately does away with all critiques of the scholars who claim there are multiple Enlightenments. He writes that “the European Enlightenment [should be interpreted as] a single highly integrated intellectual and cultural movement, displaying differences in timing, no doubt, but for the most part preoccupied not only with the same intellectual problems but often even the same very books and insights everywhere from Portugal to Russia and from Ireland to Sicily” (Israel, 2001, p.v). Israel, like Cassirer, Hazard and Gay, thus stresses the essential unity of the Enlightenment. But he is traditional in another respect as well: he writes that “socially and institutionally, ancien régime society did not change very dramatically between 1650 and 1789. What did change spectacularly and fundamentally was precisely the intellectual context” (Israel, 2006, p.5). For Israel, the real historical forces are ideas: “philosophers specifically had caused the revolution” (ibid., p.vii). 


But although Israel is traditional in some respects, he is quite revolutionary in others. The main thesis Israel defends is that all historians thus far have actually described the wrong Enlightenment when talking about the Enlightenment. According to Israel, there are in fact two Enlightenments: a moderate one and a radical one. The moderate Enlightenment, which is represented by thinkers like John Locke, David Hume and Voltaire, combines the use of reason with respect for, and an appeal to, traditional values and institutions, such as religion, aristocracy and monarchy. It searched for “a viable synthesis of old and new, and of reason and faith” (Israel, 2001, p.11). The British author Kenan Malik writes that “the mainstream Enlightenment of Kant, Locke, Voltaire and Hume is the one of which we know, which provides the public face of the Enlightenment, and of which most historians have written” (Malik, 2013). The radical Enlightenment on the other hand solely bases its ideas on reason and Spinoza’s one-substance metaphysics. According to Israel, “the difference between reason alone and reason combined with faith and tradition was a ubiquitous and absolute difference” (Israel, 2001, p.11).  Israel writes that this radical group “broadly denied all miracles and revelations and rejected physico-theology, Lockean empiricism, and providential Deism along with monarchy, (in most cases) aristocracy, and all social, racial, and sexual hierarchy as well” (Israel, 2006, p.43). 
Israel argues that the foundations of our modern, liberal, equality-based society are found in the radical, and not in the moderate Enlightenment. Although the moderates received more public support and official approbation, their theories were weakened by the fact that they were based on two contradictory pillars: reason and faith. The radicals on the other hand, though often suppressed and publicly vilified, had the advantage of “intellectual consistency, cohesion, and coherence” (Israel, 2006, p.40). Radical thought could not be crushed because of its intellectual strength. The moderates were “dominant in terms of support, official approval and prestige”, but their philosophical theories were “shot through with contradiction” (ibid., p.11). Israel concludes that because of this the moderate Enlightenment “in a deeper sense, and in the long run, proved to be much the less important of the two enlightenments” (ibid.).  

Israel thus argues that because the radicals only used ‘reason’, these thinkers rejected all metaphysical dualism and embraced a form of materialist monism. This is a doctrine whose proponents deny that world exists of both matter and spirit, but who argue instead that the universe consists of merely one substance. These materialist monists reject all notion of a providential God, i.e. a God who constantly intervenes in human affairs. Israel states that the political radicalism of the Radical Enlightenment thinkers is a direct consequence of their belief in a monist metaphysics. He writes that “basic human rights defined as individual liberty, equality, freedom of thought and expression, and democracy were inextricably linked to radically monist philosophical positions during the Enlightenment era” (Israel, 2001, p.21). He even goes so far as to claim that “philosophically, ‘modernity’ conceived as an abstract package of basic values – toleration, personal freedom, democracy, equality racial and sexual, freedom of expression, sexual emancipation, and the universal right to knowledge and ‘enlightenment’ – derives, as we have seen, from just one of these two, namely the Radical Enlightenment” (Israel, 2006, p.11). And in Enlightenment Contested he argues that a monist philosophical system has been a “sine qua non for its [i.e. modern democratic republicanism] conceptualization” (Israel, 2006, p.250). Israel seems to qualify the causal nature of this link when he writes that “it would be absurd to suggest that all moderate thinkers came down clearly on one side of key questions and radical thinkers always on the other “(Israel, 2011, p.33). But he then immediately qualifies this statement as well by writing that “although some hardy spirits like Voltaire crossed the line on some issues (...), this was relatively rare as most major philosophical questions in dispute (...) were basically either/or issues” (ibid.). 

Israel is not very clear on how exactly this causal connection between metaphysics and radical politics works. He gives a possible explanation when he writes that “if no God-ordained order exists, or at least cannot be demonstrated philosophically, what meaningful alternative is there to grounding morality, politics, and social theory on a systematic, generalized radical egalitarianism extending across all frontiers, class barriers, and horizons?” (ibid., p.552). Israel apparently believes that if one rejects theology and theism, one has no good reason to believe in some form of political inequality: how can a king claim to derive his authority from God, when one does not believe that there is a God to begin with? 
For Israel, the foremost important Radical Enlightenment thinker is Baruch Spinoza, someone who Cassirer and Gay believed to have had very little influence on eighteenth century thought. Israel on the other hand believes that it was Spinoza who was the first to systematically philosophize about all our modern values. As Israel puts it, “no one else during the century 1650-1750 remotely rivalled Spinoza’s notoriety as the chief challenger of the fundamentals of revealed religion, received ideas, tradition, morality, and what was everywhere regarded, in absolutist and non-absolutist states alike, as divinely constituted political authority” (Israel, 2001, p.159). The two other most important radical philosophers are Pierre Bayle and Denis Diderot, together with Spinoza constituting “the three greatest architects of the Radical Enlightenment” (Israel, 2006, p.560). It is striking however that Israel concedes that Bayle, though radical in his metaphysics and criticism on religion, was pretty moderate in his political beliefs (ibid., p.272).  He does not make such qualifications about Spinoza and Diderot, and one can conclude that they are in fact the two most important Radical Enlightenment philosophers. 

According to Israel, the Enlightenment is a wholly European phenomenon and is not confined to a few countries. Some regions are more important than others however. He writes that “the main line in the development of modern ‘enlightened’ values transferred from the earlier centre in the Dutch Republic to other parts of Europe by the mid eighteenth century and especially France, which, from the 1720s onwards, increasingly presided intellectually and culturally over the emergence and development of radical, democratic, and egalitarian ideas” (Israel, 2006, p.x). Where Hazard had already identified the United Provinces as an important cultural hub, Israel argues that the Dutch were also important in terms of their actual philosophical and intellectual achievements. His relative disparagement of the British contribution to the Enlightenment is striking. He writes that “the British Enlightenment was actually never at any stage the principal arena in the making of the egalitarian, democratic ‘Radical Enlightenment’” (ibid., p.864). Whereas Peter Gay believed that Locke and Newton were the pioneers of the Enlightenment, Jonathan Israel argues that they were two important moderate thinkers, but that they hardly influenced the Radical Enlightenment. In terms of timing, Israel follows Hazard pretty closely. He writes that “before Voltaire came to be widely known, in the 1740s, the real business was already over” (Israel, 2001, p.7). He argues that the contributions of the post-1750 period were “often little more than footnotes to the earlier shifts” (ibid.). The Radical system, based on Spinoza’s philosophy, was already formulated at the end of the 17th century, and the ‘only’ thing that needed to be achieved in the eighteenth century was putting these ideals into practice. 


A conspicuous feature of the three books is that Israel not only wants to give us an overview of radical ideas, but that he also defends these passionately. Israel is not a detached scholar who coolly surveys the world of 17th and 18th century politics and ideas, but is himself a passionate advocate and defender of the Radical Enlightenment ideals. In Enlightenment Contested he states that the Radical Enlightenment values and ideas “clearly constitute a package of rationally validated values which not only were, but remain today, inherently superior morally, politically, and intellectually not only to Postmodernist claims but to all actual or possible alternatives” (Israel, 2006, p.869). He continues by saying that “the social values of the Radical Enlightenment, in short, have an absolute quality in terms of reason which places them above any possible alternative” (ibid.). These statements show that for Israel the Radical Enlightenment is not just an interesting historical affair, but also a still on-going intellectual struggle in which he is a very important participant. His belief in the importance of the Radical Enlightenment also comes to the fore in his appearances in public debates and his contributions to many different newspapers, in which he often writes and speaks about the importance of radical political ideas. 
Israel has been applauded for the scope of his research, for his command of all relevant European languages, for putting oft forgotten radical thinkers back in the spotlight and for having coming up with a new way to conceptualize the Enlightenment. But his theses have also been criticized on some important points. One of the main points of criticism which a number of historians have raised against Israel is that his distinction between moderates and radicals is too artificial. Martin Mulsow for example argues that many thinkers were often radical in one sense, but quite conservative in another. He states that “a certain degree of moderation in one area, often made radicalism in another possible and vice vera” (Mulsow in Israel, 2006, p.866). The Dutch scholar Siep Stuurman, writing about the idea of egalitarianism in the 18th century, argues that “verder passen lang niet alle egalitaire critici in Israels schema
” (Stuurman, 2009, p.484). He states that “de meeste achttiende-eeuwse critici van slavernij waren gelovige protestanten
” (ibid). This is apparently part of a larger trend in Israel’s work, because, as Stuurman claims, “hij negeert of kleineert de christelijke en deïstische gelijkheidsdenkers
” (ibid.). Others have argued that Israel is too harsh on thinkers like Voltaire, Rousseau, Montesquieu and Hume. One commentator states that while they may have been less radical (based on Israel’s criteria), they were much more widely read. Harvey Chisick states that “on the basis of any sort of publication or impact index, the showing of the radicals against the moderates is unimpressive” (Chisick, 2008, p.45). This point of criticism is also levelled by the French scholar Antoine Lilti, who, while admiring Israel for giving attention to many minor radical figures, writes that “si ces textes sont restés inconnus jusqu’aux recherches érudites de ces dernières années, peut-on sérieusement soutenir qu’ils furent plus importants que les oeuvres de Leibniz, de Voltaire, de Locke, de Hume, de Montesquieu, et qu’ils ont puissament contribué à préparer la Révolution francaise
” (Lilti, 2009, p.179). A graver criticism from Lilti is that Israel does not respect the ambuiguity of many texts, but that his method “consiste souvent à évacuer les débats interprétatifs et à trancher en faveur de certaines lecteurs, vidant ainsi les oeuvres de leur part d’ambiguïté
” (ibid., p.181). An expected point of criticism is that Israel focuses too much on intellectuals and their debates, and that “Israels schematische weergave herleidt een complexe geschiedenis tot een wereldwijde strijd tussen goed en kwaad
” (Leezenberg, NRC, 18-10-2007). 
However, although Israel’s theses are primarily about the emergence of a number of important political values, there has been little attention for Israel’s interpretation of the thinkers he himself has indicated as being the most radical with respect to their political philosophy. The historian, Harvey Chisick, has disputed the political radicalism of Pierre Bayle, but there has not been a lot of research with respect to the political philosophies of Baruch Spinoza and Denis Diderot. Some scholars have questioned Israel’s interpretation of Spinoza as a full-blown materialist, but little has been said about his interpretation of Spinoza’s political philosophy. This is quite surprising when one considers the importance of their political philosophies in the Radical Enlightenment, and when one thinks about the revolutionary nature of Israel’s interpretation of these two thinkers. In fact, a number of recent popular history books such as Philipp Blom’s The Wicked Company (2011) and Matthew Stewart’s The Courtier and the Heretic (2006) have largely taken over Israel’s interpretation of Spinoza, thus making it more and more mainstream. This thesis will contribute to the discussions about the Enlightenment by critically examining Israel’s interpretation of Spinoza’s and Diderot’s political philosophies. Now that all three volumes of Israel’s Enlightenment trilogy have appeared, and that his interpretation is in a sense complete, the time has come to do so. 
The concept of Radical Enlightenment 
In order to be able to judge whether Spinoza and Diderot really tick the box on all of the elements of the Radical Enlightenment concept, we first must clearly establish what criteria Israel uses to judge whether a philosopher is deemed to be radical or not. In addition, next to knowing what criteria Israel uses, we must also know how many elements an individual needs to tick before we can regard him as belonging to the Radical Enlightenment. Let us begin by setting out what elements Israel gives for belonging to the Radical Enlightenment.


 Israel is most explicit about the criteria he uses in the Postscript of Enlightenment Contested. On p.866 he states that “Radical Enlightenment conceived as a package of basic concepts and values may be summarized in eight cardinal points:
1) adoption of philosophical (mathematical) reason as the only and exclusive criterion of what is true; 

2)  rejection of all supernatural agency, magic, disembodied spirits, and divine providence; 

3) equality of all mankind (racial and sexual equality);

4)  secular universalism in ethics anchored in equality and stressing equity, justice, and charity; 

5) comprehensive toleration and freedom of thought based on independent critical thinking;
6) personal liberty of lifestyle and sexual conduct between consenting adults, safeguarding the dignity and freedom of the unmarried and homosexuals;

7) freedom of expression, political criticism, and the press in the public sphere; 

8) democratic republicanism”
Israel himself gives us eight criteria, six of them being political (criteria 3-8), one epistemological (criterion 1), and one ontological (criterion 2). Here we can again see the link between a monist metaphysics and political radicalism. However, next to these eight points Israel himself stipulates, there are good reasons to adopt two more criteria. These are anti-colonialism and the right to revolution. 

Although anti-colonialism is not mentioned in the list above, it does feature in another set of criteria that Israel discusses in Enlightenment Contested. There he argues that the notion of anti-colonialism forms an integral part of the Radical Enlightenment project. He speaks of the “the Radical Enlightenment, [as] the chief grounding of the modern concepts of toleration, equality, individual freedom, freedom of expression, sexual liberation, and anti-colonialism” (Israel, 2006, p.371, my emphasis). Israel extensively discusses anti-colonialism in a number of chapters, and stresses on multiple occasions that it was inextricably linked to Radical Enlightenment thought. To give the clearest example, he argues that “anti-colonialism as a strand of modernity both actually derived from, and could only derive from, forms of radical thought based on materialist monism” (Israel, 2006, p.594). We can thus add a 9th criterion:

9) anti-colonialism

However, even though anti-colonialism should be added to the list of criteria, one must still be careful not to judge some 17th century authors with respect to this phenomenon with which they may not even have been familiar. In this essay this is especially relevant when we discuss Spinoza’s political thought. But here the knife cuts both ways: we should not judge an individual negatively concerning a phenomenon he may not even have been familiar with, but we should also be reluctant to praise someone for theorizing about a phenomenon he could not have had any knowledge of. 
The last criterion that Israel does not mention in the list quoted above, but which should be included, is the right to revolution. Israel argues again and again that only the radical wing of the Enlightenment granted ‘the people’ the moral right to revolution, i.e. the right to depose a tyrant in the name of the people and establish a different (and presumably better) form of government. He states that “if the concept of the secular ‘common good’ intrinsic to radical thought and Spinozism is allowed to spread, then political and social revolution (...) seemingly becomes inevitable” (Israel, 2001, p.80). Earlier he had stated that “the radical thinkers of the Early Enlightenment aspired to sweep monarchical absolutism away and remodel human society, politics, and culture, on the basis of ‘liberty’, and this had to mean, in some sense, envisaging and condoning revolution” (ibid., p.72). Similar statements are made in Democratic Enlightenment, when Israel describes the “radical philosophes [as] deliberate, conscious revolutionaries” (Israel, 2011, p.809). Or when he states that “all Enlightenment is by definition closely linked to revolution” (ibid., p.7). In addition, Israel explicitly looks for quotes where the radicals call for revolutionary measures, and criticises more moderate philosophers (from the Radical Enlightenment perspective) like Hume for not having defended the right to revolution. Because of these reasons, we can add a 10th criterion:

10)   the right to revolution
This means that we have a list of 10 criteria with which to judge whether a philosopher belongs to the Radical Enlightenment. Although I have presented the reader with 10 criteria, my focus will be on the 8 political criteria. I agree with Israel that both Spinoza and Diderot adhere to a monist metaphysics, but I contest that their political philosophies tick the box on all 8 political criteria. Now that we know what the criteria are, we must ask: how many elements does a thinker need to tick before we can regard him as belonging to Radical Enlightenment? Can we say that someone belongs to the Radical Enlightenment if meets 6 or 7 of the 8 criteria, or does an individual need to score 8 out of 8? 

Israel’s statements about the causal relation between adhering to a materialist monist system and supporting radical democratic politics suggest that each radical thinker has to score 8 out of 8. Without really explaining how it works, Israel seemingly believes that as soon as an individual thinker opts for a monist materialist metaphysics, radicalism in politics follows. This means that according to Israel all criteria of the concept are connected, and if we were to find that one of these political elements would be lacking, the concept would already become problematic. But this is not a tenable position. In doing historical research into concepts and ideas, we cannot a priori assume that concepts are logically connected and are therefore always found together. Instead, we must be sensitive to the history of concepts and ideas themselves. This means that we must pay attention to how concepts have come about and how they have changed through time. Concepts like democracy, liberty and freedom have not been interpreted in exactly the same way since time immemorial, but have a complex history themselves (see Mulsow (2010) and Hampsher-Monk (1998) for more discussion on the methodology of intellectual history). We thus should not begin by positing that some concepts are logically connected and then interpret all relevant historical texts by only looking for the presence of this connection. The French-Bulgarian philosopher and historian, Tzvetan Todorov, writes in this respect that “les concepts n’existent pas dans la nature, attendant leur découverte par nous. On ne peut donc dire d’aucun concept qu’il est vrai, mais seulement qu’il est plus ou moins utile
” (Todorov, 2000, p.88). Concepts do not objectively exist out there in nature; they are mental constructs we humans make to make sense of the world. The concept Radical Enlightenment is useful if it serves to combine certain features or elements. Todorov’s  quote suggests that even if a certain thinker does not tick the box on all elements, the concept could remain useful to identify certain groups and philosophers. A concept is never either completely true or false, but only more or less useful and this is how the usefulness of the Radical Enlightenment concept will be judged in the conclusion of this essay. 
By testing the political theories of Spinoza and Diderot, i.e. by checking whether they tick box on all the relevant characteristics, we will also find out if Israel is right in stating that in the Radical Enlightenment there is a clear link between metaphysics and radical politics. It is wise to point out that it is not my intention to investigate whether such a relationship between metaphysics and radical politics exists philosophically. By critically investigating the political philosophies of Spinoza and Diderot, we will only test Israel’s claim that such a link can be found historically in the philosophies of Spinoza and Diderot, the two most important philosophers of the Radical Enlightenment. 

A final note on the way I have presented the chapters on Spinoza and Diderot. I will not divide the chapters into 8 paragraphs, one for each political characteristic of the Radical Enlightenment concept, and check whether Spinoza and Diderot do indeed match Israel’s criteria. I have chosen not do this because these political theories cannot be understood by separately focusing on ten elements. Instead, the reader will be presented with a systematic exposition of their political philosophies, which naturally deals with all the relevant characteristics. But this exposition is structured on the the basis of the key principles of their philosophy, and not on the basis of the elements of the Radical Enlightenment concept. The conclusion on the other hand is structured on the basis of these 8 political criteria, so that the reader, after having read and understood how exactly their political philosophies are set up, can quickly see how they score on the criteria of the Radical Enlightenment concept.
3.
The Political Philosophy of Baruch Spinoza
This chapter will begin with a brief description of Spinoza’s biography, so as to give the reader an impression of Spinoza’s life. This biographical section will be followed by a summary exposition of the key points of his metaphysics. This is necessary because the link between metaphysics and politics plays an important role in Israel’s interpretation. After discussing his metaphysical views, there will be an extensive discussion on Spinoza’s political philosophy.  
Biography
The Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza was born in 1632 into a family of Jews whose ancestors were expelled from Spain and Portugal in the 15th and 16th centuries. After they were forced to either convert to Christianity or else leave the country, a large number of them decided to opt for the latter choice and left their respective countries. Many of them went to the United Provinces, and more specifically to Amsterdam, where the relatively tolerant government allowed them to practice their religion more freely.


As most young Jewish boys in 17th century Amsterdam, Spinoza attended a religious school where he was instructed in the Old Testament and where he studied Hebrew. It has long been assumed that Spinoza, after finishing his primary education when he was 14, continued his education with the ultimate goal of becoming a rabbi. Steven Nadler contests this in his biography Spinoza. He argues that Spinoza’s education was cut short when Spinoza’s oldest brother Isaac died and his father needed him in the family business (Nadler, 2007, p.110). Quite shortly after that Spinoza’s father died as well, and it was he who suddenly had to manage the family business. Although he was running the family business now, Spinoza decided to continue his studies in his spare time. Nadler writes that Spinoza quite likely attended all kinds of religious and literary study groups for adults (ibid., p.120).


It was around this time, when Spinoza was 21, that he started having serious doubts about important tenets of the Jewish faith. Spinoza must also have heard of the new philosophy of Descartes which caused a great furore in Europe at the time. Nadler writes that Spinoza’s contacts in his commercial dealings would have “exposed [him] to a variety of liberal theological opinions and [he would have] come across much talk of new developments in philosophy and science, such as Descartes's recent innovations in physics and mathematics” (Nadler, 1999, p.101). Spinoza realized that if he really wanted to participate in these exciting new developments and become a serious scholar, he would need two things: first, a good command of Latin, a language in which he was not proficient, but which one needed to read all the new and old treatises; secondly, he needed someone who could help him master the new philosophy. To learn both these things, Spinoza needed help. Luckily for him, there was a proficient teacher in both Latin and the new sciences in Amsterdam: Fransiscus van den Enden.  


It is likely that Spinoza started attending lessons from Van den Enden in 1654 or 1655. However, while his quest for knowledge started to get off the ground, his business took a turn for the worse. In fact, business was so bad that in 1656 it went bankrupt. Spinoza, who never held a chair in philosophy, from then on provided for himself by grinding lenses.


Spinoza, with the help of his teachers and friends, started becoming proficient in the new philosophy. His knowledge of these new ways of thinking led to a complete break with his faith. Nadler writes that Spinoza started speaking openly about God being one with Nature and that he started discussing the many inaccuracies and contradictions of the Old Testament. Because of these (and quite possible other, more political) reasons Spinoza was excommunicated from the Jewish community in 1656. In this cherem it was ordained that “no one should communicate with him, neither in writing, nor accord him any favour nor stay with him under the same roof nor come within four cubits in his vicinity” (Nadler, 1999, p.121). Such a cherem had grave consequences for an individual. Nadler writes that “the excommunicated individual felt himself losing his place in both this world and the next” (ibid., p.123). 


After this formal expulsion, Spinoza would never reconcile with the Jewish community. The rest of his life was completely devoted to obtaining knowledge of natural philosophy. Although he lost contact with his Jewish community through his expulsion, he managed to obtain a place in an exciting new world and came into contact with many prominent scientists of his time. He corresponded with Henry Oldenburg, first secretary of the British Royal Society (an important scientific society); and had many indirect contacts with Leibniz, Christiaan Huygens and other respected philosophers and scientists. 


After his cherem and the bankruptcy of his family business, Spinoza wrote that “after experience had taught me the hollowness and futility of everything that is ordinarily encountered in life, (...) I resolved at length to enquire whether there existed a true good, (...), whether, in fact, there was something whose discovery and acquisition would afford me a continuous and supreme joy to all eternity” (Spinoza, 2002, p.3). We shall now discuss where that enquiry led Spinoza.
Metaphysics

Before we can discuss Spinoza’s political philosophy, it is wise to make a few comments on his metaphysics. This is important because Israel argues that there is an important connection between metaphysics and radical politics; and secondly, because some of Spinoza’s political views only make sense when one first understands some of his metaphysical ideas. 

Spinoza’s metaphysical ideas are most fully worked out in the Ethics (1677). In this book Spinoza presents a metaphysics in which he both rejects the Judeo-Christian view and the Cartesian view of God and the universe. According to the former, God is an entity who personally governs the world from the outside and can constantly intervene in worldly affairs. This view had already been radically changed by Descartes when he suggested that the material universe which surrounds us works like a machine, in which there is little place for God. However, according to these Descartes, human beings are not only made of matter, but also have some kind of spirit. This spirit stands in direct relation to God.  


As stated, Spinoza rejects both views. In contrast to Descartes, Spinoza argues that there can only be one substance, which is why Israel interprets Spinoza as a monist. According to Spinoza, matter and mind are not separate entities, but are both manifestations of one substance. This substance is “that which is ‘really real’ or the ultimate constituent of reality” (Stewart, 2006, p.159). But what does it mean when Spinoza states, in Proposition 14, that “there can be, or be conceived, no other substance but God” (Spinoza, 2002, p.224). The reader who is unfamiliar with Spinoza, but who has just read Israel’s claim that Spinoza is the most important theorist of our secular modernity, will be surprised to see that apparently everything is God. But the question of course is: what kind of God is Spinoza talking about? Is it some kind of conscious being endowed with free will? That this is not so becomes clearer in Proposition 33, when he that “things could not have been produced by God in any other way or in any other order than is the case” (ibid., p.235). God is not a being with a free will and could not have chosen to create the world in one way or another. Instead, God is completely determined to do what it does. In fact, Spinoza is not thinking about a personal God at all. Frederick Copleston suggests that Spinoza’s metaphysics becomes more intelligible if we replace the word God with Nature (Copleston, 2003, p.222). In Spinoza’s metaphysics, God is in a sense identified with Nature. Stewart writes that “Nature, in this sense, is the essence of the world, or that which makes the world what it is” (Stewart, 2006, p.158).
But if it is still unclear what exactly God is, it might be better to reflect on what God definitely is not. For Spinoza, God is not like a human being who makes certain decisions and has human emotions. Stewart writes that “in fact, God has no “personality” at all; it isn’t male or female” (ibid., p.161). In contrast to the Christian God, “Spinoza’s God does not intervene in the course of events (...), nor does it produce miracles (ibid., p.162). Everything that happens must necessarily happen and cannot take place in any other way. For Spinoza, there is no God who can intervene in the world. Stewart continues by saying that “above all, God does not judge individuals and send them to heaven or hell” (ibid.). 
All such beliefs are the result of seeing God as a human being, instead of identifying God with Nature. We should not attribute human traits to God. As Spinoza himself  puts it, “to ascribe to God those attributes which make a man perfect would be as wrong as to ascribe to a man the attributes that make perfect an elephant or an ass” (Spinoza, 2002, Letter 23, p.833). Something similar is stated in letter 56, in which Spinoza writes that “I believe that a triangle, if it could speak, would likewise say that God is eminently triangular, and a circle that God’s nature is eminently circular” (ibid., Letter 56, p.904). 
This God (or Nature) is thus not at all concerned with human affairs. Nature is just that which takes place and man does not have a special place in nature. Because of this, it would be incorrect to believe that Nature gives us certain goals or moral beliefs. From Nature’s point of view, we cannot say that an earthquake which kills a hundred people is a bad thing. This can only be said to be bad from man’s own point of view. We will now discuss how these metaphysical ideas influenced Spinoza’s political theory.
Political Theory

Spinoza discusses his political philosophy primarily in the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (hereafter TTP, 1670) and in the Tractatus Politicus (hereafter TP, 1677). It is already touched upon in the Ethics (1677), but only very briefly and what he discusses there is elaborated more fully in these other works. The TTP is not in the first instance a work of political theory as it primarily deals with the relationship between philosophy and theology and specifies how one should study the Bible. In the last five chapters of the TTP Spinoza also gives us a clear overview of his political ideas. A book fully focused on politics is the Tractatus Politicus, but unfortunately this was never finished due to Spinoza’s premature death in 1677. As we shall see further on, there are a number of important differences between these two works. However, because these differences, though important, are small in number and can easily be identified, I will not discuss these two books separately but will discuss Spinoza’s political philosophy as a whole. Furthermore, both works are based on a number of principles which Spinoza consistently, in both books, applies to a number of issues. As one commentator puts it, “with the possible exception of his view of the social contract, there is little evidence that Spinoza came to reject any of the central claims of his earlier treatise” (Steinberg, 2008, chapter 4.0).

General principles of Spinoza’s political theory

Immediately at the start of the Tractatus Politicus, Spinoza writes that it is not his aim to come up with a grand normative model that is focused on explaining what people should do, but that he wants to understand and describe how people act. He writes that “I have taken great care not to deride, bewail, or execrate human actions, but to understand them” (Spinoza, 2002, p.681). Spinoza argues that a theory should take man as he really is and not come up with a theory based on a “human nature that nowhere exists” (ibid., p.680). People who do so are not engaged in ethics or political philosophy but write satire. He wants to give us a descriptive model of political life, not a normative model describing what it should be. The best way to do this according to Spinoza is to “deduce facts from human nature as it really is”, employing “the same unfettered spirit as is habitually show in mathematical studies” (ibid., p.681). Spinoza begins his treatise by describing some general principles that apply to all political systems, and then goes into more detail to separately describe the inner workings of democracies, aristocracies and monarchies. 

As we have just seen, Spinoza’s metaphysics rules out the possibility that nature gives us humans certain ends. Nature does not constitute some ideal and does not provide us with supreme normative rules. As the philosopher, Theo Verbeek, puts it, for Spinoza “the world is ordered in the sense that it is subject to uniform and intelligible laws; but not in the sense that over and above those laws it would display an order of a moral or teleological kind” (Verbeek, 2007, p.262). But if nature does not give us any norms or ideals, then it is illogical to imagine that there are natural rights or natural laws that we can use to judge human behaviour. And this is exactly what Spinoza rejects. Spinoza continues by stating that “the natural right of Nature as a whole, and consequently the natural right of every individual, is coextensive with its power” (Spinoza, 2002, p.683).  Here he thus equates right with power. This sentence may look quite innocent, but in it is contained the most important principle of Spinoza’s political philosophy. Equating right with power does not mean that Spinoza argues that the most powerful should be able to do whatever they want, he merely points out that they can do so. This equation of power and right can already be found in the TTP. There Spinoza wrote that “each individual thing has the sovereign right to do all that it can do” (ibid., p.527). He gives a concrete example by stating that “for example, fish are determined by nature to swim, and the big ones to eat the smaller ones. Thus it is by sovereign natural right that fish inhabit water, and the big ones eat the smaller ones” (ibid.). 

This right of each individual to do whatever he can is not determined by what reason tells us is good. Spinoza writes that “their natural power or right must be defined not by reason but by any appetite by which they may be determined to act and by which they try to preserve themselves” (ibid.). In the TTP he argues that “whatever every man (...) believes to be to his advantage, whether under the guidance of sound reason or under passion’s sway, he may be sovereign natural right seek and get for himself by any means, by force, deceit, entreaty, (...) and he may consequently regard as his enemy anyone who tries to hinder him from getting what he wants” (ibid., p.528). This is a continuation of an important principle in Spinoza’s Ethics, the conatus, according to which “each thing, insofar as it is in itself, endeavours to persist in its own being” (ibid., III, P6, p.283). Each thing, and thus also each human being, is so constituted that it strives to prolong its existence. The right of each individual is only limited by what you are physically able to do. When Spinoza later writes that Nature forbids men to do certain things, he only means that some things are impossible to do. Spinoza continues by writing that Nature “forbids only those things that no one desires and no one can do; it does not frown on strife, or hatred, or anger or deceit, or on anything at all urged by appetite” (ibid.). Here it becomes obvious that in interpreting Spinoza one must never read words like ‘natural, or ‘nature forbids’ as they are commonly used, but that we must always relate them to Spinoza’s own definitions. 


Spinoza has so far only talked about the right and power of individuals and nature at large. The next step is to show why individuals come together to form a society. Although “men are by nature enemies”, each man realizes that alone he can only do so much (ibid., p.686). Man alone is safe “just as long as he can guard himself from being subjugated by another, and it is vain for one man alone to try to guard himself against all others” (ibid., p.687). In addition, “it is scarcely possible for men to support life and cultivate their minds without mutual assistance” (ibid.). To live in peace and order, men decide to form a community, “for human nature is such that men cannot live without some common code of law” (ibid., p.681). He also discusses economic incentives for the creation of society. He writes that “all men are not equally suited to all activities, and no single person would be capable of supplying all his own needs” (ibid., p.438).


But if men are by nature enemies, is it reasonable to suppose that they would trust each other enough to form a society? According to Spinoza, this is indeed so. He writes that “in this [i.e. uniting in one political body] they would have failed, had appetite been their only guide” (ibid., p.528). It is “only by the dictates of reason” that men have succeeded in overcoming their differences and have managed to form a single body. The formation of society is thus a result of an interplay between man’s passions and man’s reason. If men were solely led by reason, “society would stand in no need of any laws” (ibid., p.438). And if men were exclusively governed by the passions, they would not succeed in peaceful cooperation. As Frederick Copleston explains, for Spinoza, like Hobbes, “the social compact thus rests on enlightened self-interest, and the restrictions of social life are justified by being shown to constitute a lesser  threat to one’s welfare than the perils of the state of nature” (Copleston, 2003, p.255).

By joining together into one community, a sovereign power comes into being. The sovereign is basically he who has most power. The sovereign is not necessarily one particular man: it can be one man, a selected number of men, or the people as a whole. Spinoza writes that “sovereignty is possessed absolutely by whoever has charge of affairs of state” (Spinoza, 2002, p.438.). It is only the sovereign who can make sure people obey the law and respect the social contract. Spinoza writes that “although men may make promises with every mark of insincerity, and pledge themselves to keep their word, nobody can rely on another’s good faith unless the promise is backed by something else” (ibid., p.529). This something else is the pure force the state can exert. He states that “the sovereign right over all men is held by him who holds the supreme power whereby he can compel all by force and coerce them by the threat of the supreme penalty, universally feared by all” (ibid., p.530). It is only from the moment that the sovereign exists that there are laws and that we can make a distinction between good and bad. We have already seen that the “law of Nature forbids nothing at all except that which is not within anyone’s power to do” (ibid., p.688). But with the establishment of a sovereign power, notions like good and bad, just and unjust become meaningful. Like Hobbes, Spinoza argues that good and bad are exactly that which the sovereign decrees to be good and bad. Spinoza states that “therefore sin cannot be conceived except in a state, that is, where what is good and bad is decided by the common law of the entire state” (ibid.). 




In the TTP Spinoza places strong emphasis on the role of the social contract. He writes for example that “a community can be formed and a contract can always be preserved on these terms, that everyone transfers all the power that he possesses to the community, which will therefore alone retain the sovereign natural right over everything” (ibid., p.530). He states that “all must obey it [the sovereign] in all matters; for this is what all must have covenanted tacitly or expressly when they transferred to it [the sovereign] all their power of self-defence, that is, all their right” (ibid.). However, there is something awkward and uncomfortable about the use of the social contract. First, it does not make sense to state that someone can transfer his power. Even with the existence of a sovereign, you still possess your own body and the power you yourself can exert. Secondly, Spinoza does not believe contracts are holy and should be respected even if this leads to terrible consequences for one of the parties involved. He writes that “if someone who has made a contract “judges rightly or wrongly (for to err is human) that the loss resulting from the pledge he has given outweighs the advantage, his own belief will lead him to conclude that the pledge should be broken, and it is by natural right (...) that he will break this pledge” (ibid., p.686). 

It therefore makes sense that in the TP the social contract has almost completely disappeared, and that he has much more attention for power relations between individuals and the sovereign. In the TP Spinoza points out that “the individual or subject has that much less right as the commonwealth exceeds him in power” (ibid., p.690). Individuals do not and cannot give up their natural right, since no one can give up his physical powers. It is only that the power of an individual is so much smaller than the power of the sovereign. To really understand what this means, we have to go back to something Spinoza had stated in chapter 2 of the TP. There he wrote that “if two men come together and join forces, they have more power over Nature, and consequently more right, than either one alone; and the greater the number who form a union in this way, the more right they will together possess (ibid., p.686). As a solitary individual, you stand almost completely powerless in the face of a great sovereign power. You do not give up your right (or power), but it is difficult for you to really exercise your power because the sovereign is so much more powerful than you. 
According to Spinoza himself, this is the main difference between his theory and Hobbes’s theory. When Spinoza’s friend Jarig Jelles (ca. 1620-1683) asked him about the main difference between his philosophy and that of Hobbes, Spinoza answered as follows: “with regard to political theory, the difference between Hobbes and myself, which is the subject of your inquiry, consists in this, that I always preserve the natural right in its entirety, and I hold that the sovereign power in a State has right over a subject only in proportion to the excess of its power over that of a subject” (ibid., Letter 50, p.892). Spinoza does not mean that citizens have certain rights which protect them against the state. He means that individuals keep their natural rights (i.e. their natural powers), but that their natural right is so small compared to the power and right of the state.

Because of this difference in power, “the individual citizen is not in control of his own right, but is subject to the right of the commonwealth, whose every command he is bound to carry out, and he [the citizen] does not have any right to decide what is fair or unfair, what is righteous or unrighteous” (ibid., p.691). Since the sovereign is more powerful than you, you have no other option but to follow its every command. The consequence of this is that “although a subject may consider the decrees of the commonwealth to be unfair, he is nevertheless bound to carry them out” (ibid.). Spinoza realizes that this gives a great amount of power to the sovereign, perhaps even too much. He continues by writing that “it may be objected, is it not contrary to the dictates of reason to subject oneself entirely to the judgement of another?” (ibid.). He tries to refute this critique by claiming that although one sometimes may have to do things one does not agree with, on the whole “this penalty is far outweighed by the good he derives from the civil order itself” (ibid.). When push comes to shove, political order, no matter how harshly enforced, is always to be preferred over anarchy. 

But this does not mean that the power of the sovereign is unlimited. Liberals nowadays argue that there are human rights which protect citizens against the state. These human rights exist to restrict the authority of the government. As we have already seen, Spinoza rejects all forms of natural rights and natural law. For him, state power is not restricted by some kind of human rights that individuals have, but by what the sovereign can physically do. This is yet another logical consequence of equating right with power. Spinoza gives us a number of examples to clarify what he means. He explains that “what rewards or threats can induce a man to love one whom he hates, or to hate one whom he loves” (ibid., p.692). A sovereign does not have the power to make us believe 2 plus 2 equals 5, so he does not have the right to do so.  Spinoza also gives us a number of examples that he believes to be abhorrent to human nature, such as torturing oneself, killing one’s parents, and which because of that would not be part of the sovereign’s right. But one has to wonder whether a sovereign cannot in fact actually force someone to do these things. If this were actually possible, the sovereign would have the power and therefore the right to do so. 
Related to this is the question of “whether the sovereign is bound by the laws, and consequently whether he can do wrong” (ibid., p.696). Here we must once again pay attention to the way Spinoza uses certain terms. According to Spinoza, we can say that any finite being does wrong when it does something contrary to its own nature. In the Ethics (III, P6) Spinoza wrote that “each thing, insofar as it is in itself, endeavours to persist in its own being” (ibid., p.283). However, if a thing does something which goes against its own nature, it does wrong. Let us clarify this statement by looking at what Spinoza has to say about suicide. Beth Lord writes that for Spinoza, “a person who seeks to destroy his own being [i.e. commits suicide], then, does not act from his essence at all: he is completely overcome and ‘defeated’ by external forces contrary to his nature. External powers literally force his hand, as in the examples in P20S. Suicide, for Spinoza, is not an act of self-determination, but its opposite” (Lord, 2010, p.112). 
Something similar could be said about a commonwealth. According to Spinoza, a commonwealth is a natural thing like a human being. He writes that “for if a commonwealth were not bound by the laws or rules without which the commonwealth would not be a commonwealth, then it would have to be regarded not as a natural thing, but as a chimera” (Spinoza, 2002, p.697). When a commonwealth has come into existence, it has its own nature, i.e. its own conatus, and like all things thus endeavours to persist in its own being. Because of this, Spinoza writes that “so a commonwealth does wrong when it does, or suffers to be done, things that can cause its own downfall” (ibid.). Just as an individual does wrong when he commits suicide, a state does wrong when it does not manage to ensure its own future existence. He continues by adding that “in order that a commonwealth should be in control of its own right, it must preserve the causes that foster fear and respect; otherwise it ceases to be a commonwealth” (ibid.). 


However, Spinoza also realises that when we normally talk about the state’s wrongdoing, we usually do not mean to say that it acts contrary to its own metaphysical nature, but wrong in the sense that it violates the law or infringes upon individual rights. He therefore continues by arguing that “but if by law we understand the civil law (...), then in no way can we say that a government is bound by laws and can do wrong” (ibid.). For Spinoza, a state cannot transgress the law because the law is a product of the state. Law only exists effectively because there is a sovereign power who has declared some things to be law and who enforces these rules. However, without the sovereign power’s backing, law has no force; it does not exist independently of the sovereign. In a chapter in Enlightenment Contested, entitled Anti-Hobbesianism, Israel contrasts some key characteristics of Spinoza’s political theory to Hobbes’s political ideas, and argues that “for Spinoza (...), again quite unlike Hobbes, the primacy of the rule of law, as distinct from the executive, should always be clear and unchallenged” (Israel, 2006, p.237). Earlier Israel had written that “where in Radical Enlightenment it is axiomatic that kings, ministers and office-holders are not above the law, but subject to it, in Hobbes the sovereign is always legibus solutus, and accountable to no one while simultaneously being the source of law, church policy  and morality” (ibid., p.234). But if we look at the general principles of Spinoza’s system, we can see that Spinoza and Hobbes do not hold very different ideas with respect to the relation between the law and the sovereign. Spinoza does not argue in favour of some kind of Rechtsstaat, in which the constitution clearly establishes which powers the government has, and what rights an individual has against the state; for Spinoza, such a notion would be unintelligible. Law emanates from the sovereign, and the sovereign’s right is only limited by his power. The sovereign cannot be checked by a constitution which he essentially has created and enforces.
Revolution
One can of course argue that a state cannot do wrong in the sense that it can never break the law because the state creates the law, but there is also a practical dimension involved. If a state starts to terrorize over its own people, and governs in an oppressive way, there is a great chance that a people will rebel and will try to overthrow the government. As Spinoza reminds us, “human nature will not submit to unlimited repression” (Spinoza, 2002, p.438). Spinoza argues that “the contract or laws whereby a people transfers its right to one council or one man should undoubtedly be broken when this is in the interests of the general welfare” (ibid., p.698). On first sight it thus seems that Spinoza grants the people the right to revolt against an oppressive ruler. But here is the rub: “[however], the right to judge whether or not it is in the interests of the general welfare to do so cannot rest with any private person but only with the ruler of the state” (ibid.). Spinoza argues that in a sense there is a moral right to revoke the contract, but that the decision to actually do so can only be taken by the incumbent government. Only the oppressive ruler can decide that a people may revolt against the state. It is strange that Israel writes that for Spinoza “the path to self-liberation is always available and legitimate (if not always advisable) and that violent resistance to the sovereign, and revolution, consequently is sometimes inevitable, sometimes to be recommended, and, in itself, beyond blame” (Israel, 2001, p.76). This is clearly not something Spinoza argues. 
Regardless of these statements, it is quite strange that Spinoza here even talks about the moral right to revolution (i.e. he states that the contract should be broken). According to Spinoza’s principles, people never give up their natural right. As we have already seen, the sovereign is only sovereign and can only enforce the law for as long as he is more powerful. If the people were to join forces and decided to revolt against the sovereign, and succeeded in overthrowing the government by being more powerful, there is of course nothing the government could do. In a sense, revolt is not a moral issue, but a practical issue about who has the most power. 

But although the right to revolution is restricted, a smart sovereign does not completely ignore the wishes of his subjects. Spinoza writes that “it is exceedingly rare for governments to issue quite unreasonable commands; in their own interest and to retain their rule, it especially behoves them to look to the public good” (Spinoza, 2002, p.530). However, as Lewis Samuel Feuer once remarked, “what if the state declines to follow the way of enlightenment?” (Feuer, 1987, p.114). According to Feuer, the principles of Spinoza’s political theory lead to a situation in which “there are no reserved rights upon which the individual can insist; against the dominion of the state, the individual has no higher recourse. He cannot claim that the terms of the social compact have been violated; he is ineffectual against the state’s power” (ibid.). Feuer calls this the “final weakness in Spinoza’s political theory [because] without an ultimate right to revolution, wise men are impotent before tyranny” (ibid.). It might be true that it is quite irrational for a government to tyrannize over its own people, but if we take Spinoza’s principles seriously, then there is very little an oppressed people can do.

Even if a revolution were to happen, Spinoza does not think the revolutionaries should change the system of government. In the TTP he writes that “I must not fail to point out that there is also no less danger involved in removing a monarch, even if his tyranny is apparent to all. The people, accustomed to royal role and constrained by that alone, will despise and mock a lesser authority” (Spinoza, 2002, p.556). He continues by stating that this “is the reason why a people has often succeeded in changing tyrants, but never in abolishing tyranny or substituting another form of government for monarchy” (ibid.). He concludes this argument by arguing that “every state must necessarily preserve its own form, and cannot be changed without incurring the danger of utter ruin” (ibid., p.557). This makes Spinoza an unlikely source for all kinds of democratic movements which call for the overthrow of the king or the aristocracy, and the establishment of a democratic regime. Israel, who does not quote Spinoza here, writes that in Spinoza’s system, “the free and rational man can contribute to changing the form of government, and presumably should in situations of chronic repression and instability” (Israel, 2001, p.262). As the reader can see, this is not in line with what Spinoza claims. 
Religion
 


We have just seen that the sovereign decides about the contents of morality, but what is the role of religion in Spinoza’s theory? According to Spinoza, the sovereign is also the ultimate authority when it comes to interpreting religious affairs. As he puts it in the beginning of the TTP, “governments are the guardians and interpreters of religious law as well as civil law, and they alone have the right to decide what is just and unjust, what is pious and what is impious” (Spinoza. 2002, p.393). Thus “the practice of religion and the exercises of piety must accord with the peace and welfare of the commonwealth, and consequently must be determined only by sovereigns, who therefore must also be its interpreters” (ibid., p.558). More practically this entails that, “no one has the right and power to exercise control over it [i.e. religion], to choose its ministers, to determine and establish the foundations of the church and its doctrines, to pass judgement on morality and acts of piety, (...) except by the authority and permission of the sovereign” (ibid., p.562). 


A 21st century reader, aware of the horrible consequences of totalitarian regimes, may be quite surprised to see Spinoza granting so much authority to the sovereign with respect to both morality and religion. Stuart Hampshire explains that Spinoza’s focus on restricting religious authority is not that remarkable however. He writes that “within the experience of his time, the greatest enemies of freedom of thought were the churches and priests, exploiting the fears and the consequent fanaticism of their followers, and using their spiritual authority to extend their temporal power” (Hampshire, 1973, p.199). For Spinoza, the greatest enemies to peace and stability were religious groups who undermined sovereignty of the state, and he was not aware of what could happen when one grants all this power to the state.

In order to understand Spinoza’s ideas about religion, we must go back to his ideas about God and man’s duties to God. For Spinoza, God is not a being ‘high in the sky’ with which an individual can have meaningful, personal contact; God does not respond to your prayers. Furthermore, we cannot have knowledge of God by studying religious texts like the Bible, because the “Word of God is not to be identified with a certain number of books” (Spinoza, 2002, p.392). Nor can we know God through all kinds of elaborate, mystical rituals. He writes that “as for external rites, it is certain that they can do nothing at all to help or hinder the true knowledge of God and the love that necessarily follows therefrom” (ibid., p.693). For Spinoza, knowing God is a purely private affair. He continues by arguing that “everyone, wherever he may be, can worship God with true piety and mind his own affairs, as is the duty of a private individual” (ibid.). When he writes in his Ethics (IV, Prop. XXVIII) that “the mind’s highest good is the knowledge of God, and the mind’s highest virtue is to know God”, he merely points to the individual’s attempt to intellectually grasp that God is Nature. Knowledge of God can only be had by studying Nature. This becomes clear when he states that “the greater our knowledge of natural phenomena, the more perfect is our knowledge of God’s essence, which is the cause of all things” (ibid.,, p.428). 
Because of these reasons, Spinoza can state that “since it [i.e. religion] consists in honesty and sincerity of heart rather than in outward actions, it does not pertain to the sphere of public law and authority” (ibid., p.470). As an individual you can thus think freely about your relationship with God (in the confines of your own mind), simply because the sovereign cannot control your thoughts. And therefore it is “inconceivable that any man can surrender this right [to] explain it and interpret it for himself” (ibid.). Because no individual can surrender this right, “everyone should be allowed freedom of judgement and the right to interpret the basic tenets of his faith as he thinks fit, and the moral value of a man’s creed should be judged only from his works” (ibid., p.393). Israel argues that these quotes show that Spinoza was a proponent of a comprehensive doctrine of toleration (Israel, 2001, p.265). It is important to realize though that this freedom to interpret the tenets of one’s faith only exists when religion is considered as a private affair. As soon as religion becomes part of the public sphere it is subject to all commands of the sovereign. 

When Spinoza discusses the role of religion in the public domain, the less tolerant features of his political philosophy become clear. Religion is not just about the relationship between an individual and God, but it is also a strong social force. Because of this, a state should keep a tight leash on religious groups. Spinoza writes that “large congregations should be forbidden, and so, while dissenters should be allowed to build as many churches as they wish, these churches must be small, of fixed dimensions, and situated some distance apart” (Spinoza, 2002, p.740). One of Spinoza’s greatest fears concerning the role of religion in the public sphere is the emergence of large religious groups that try to undermine public order by defying the sovereign. When discussing the aristocratic model in the TP, Spinoza writes that “all patricians should be of the same religion, (...) for it is of the first importance to guard against the patricians’ being split into sects, showing favour some to this group, some to that” (ibid.). Spinoza states that “churches dedicated to the national religion should be large and costly, and only patricians or senators should be permitted to administer its chief rites. (...). They alone should be acknowledged as ministers of the churches and as guardians of the national religion” (ibid.).
Because of his fear of faction, he argues that private individuals should not even have the freedom to propagate their own religious beliefs. Spinoza writes that “the burden of propagating religion should be left to God or the sovereign, on whom alone devolves the care of public affairs” (ibid.). Later in the TTP he writes that “it is the duty of the sovereign alone to decide what form piety towards one’s neighbour should take, that is, in what way every man is required to obey God” (ibid., p.561). This gives an extraordinary amount of religious authority to the sovereign, something which is stressed by Spinoza when he states that “therefore no one can practice piety aright nor obey God unless he obeys the decrees of the sovereign in all things” (ibid.). Sometimes it even seems as if worshipping the sovereign or the state should replace other forms of worship. Spinoza writes that “there can be no doubt that devotion to one’s country is the highest form of devotion that can be shown” (ibid., p.560).  

On the one hand, Spinoza strongly defends the idea of toleration. Everyone should privately decide on how to worship God. One the other hand, Spinoza’s disparagement of the use of holy books and rituals mean that he is not at all sensitive to the religious need for collective worship. As soon as religious beliefs become part of the public domain, toleration becomes less important and the focus is once again placed on the need for a strong, united state. Israel rightly stresses that Spinoza is very tolerant with respect to the individual’s private interpretation of religion, but Israel does not pay sufficient attention to the fact that the notion of toleration is much more restricted in the public domain. 
Freedom of expression 

After discussing the role of religion in society, Spinoza goes on to talk about freedom of expression. The last chapter of the TTP has the following phrase as subtitle, “[where] it is shown that in a free commonwealth every man may think as he pleases, and say what he thinks” (ibid., p.566). This is what Spinoza sets out to prove. 

Let us immediately start by reminding ourselves of the fact that for Spinoza, the sovereign’s right is restricted by its actual power to do things. This also means that things over which the sovereign has no immediate power, the individual is free to do himself. Here we once again see the similarity between Hobbes’ and Spinoza’s political theory. According to Spinoza, “it is impossible for the mind to be completely under another’s control; for no one is able to transfer to another his judgement on any matters whatsoever, nor can he be compelled to do so” (ibid.). The individual’s mind cannot be controlled by the sovereign and the citizen is thus free to form his own thoughts and ideas. One can of course doubt whether a person’s individual judgement is as independent as Spinoza makes it out to be. However, this is evidently what Spinoza thought to be true.

But thinking and speaking are not purely private acts, but they also belong to the public sphere. In the public sphere one must strike a balance between freedom and order. Spinoza states that “it is our task to enquire to what extent this freedom can and should be granted to all without endangering the peace of the commonwealth and the right of the sovereign” (ibid., p.567). It is here that Spinoza’s theory becomes more liberal. He argues that “while to act against the sovereign’s decree is definitely an infringement of his right, this is not the case with thinking, judging, and consequently with speaking too” (ibid.). So if men disagree with government policies, and give good arguments for their disagreement, their opinions should not be suppressed. Israel argues that because of this “it is thus invariably the case that that arguing for full freedom of expression of ideas, access to ideas, and liberty of the press during the Enlightenment is a radical and not a moderate position” (Israel, 2001, p.117). Israel makes the same claim in Enlightenment Contested, when he writes that “unrestricted individual freedom under an (equitable) law, including full freedom of speech and expression, is always fundamental in the radical tradition” (Israel, 2006, p.231).

But does Spinoza really argue in favour of a full freedom of expression, as Israel argues, or are there limits to Spinoza’s conception of freedom of expression? Naturally, Spinoza does not believe that all speech must be allowed. He continues his argument by stating that “but if on the contrary his purpose of his action is to accuse the magistrate of injustice and to stir up popular hatred against him (...), he is nothing more than an agitator and a rebel (Spinoza, 2002, p.568). These are limits which seem to be in accord with the Radical Enlightenment principles. But Spinoza goes further than that. He states that “if anyone holds the opinion that the sovereign is not possessed of full power, or that promises need not be kept, or that it behoves everyone to live as he pleases, or if he holds other such views as are directly opposed to the said covenant [i.e. the social contract], he is guilty of sedition” (ibid.). He concludes this argument by writing that “for merely to hold such an opinion is to violate the pledge tacitly or expressly given to the sovereign” (ibid.). He also writes that “justice depends solely on the decree of the sovereign”, and “nobody save one who lives in accordance with the sovereign’s established decrees can be a just man” (ibid.). According to Lewis Samuel Feuer, this means that “from Spinoza’s standpoint, philosophies which are subversive of the bases of the social are seditious and justly suppressed” (Feuer, 1987, p.115). He even argues that “if one accepts the notion that seditious ideas merit suppression, the core of the argument for freedom is surrendered” (ibid.). 
In chapter 8 of the TP, Spinoza gives us an extreme example of what should happen to someone who dares contest the absolute authority of the sovereign. He writes that “it must be ordained that if anyone in the supreme council calls into question any fundamental law such as that concerning the extension of command of any general or the reduction of the number of patricians and the like, he is guilty of treason, and not only must he be condemned to death with confiscation of his goods, but some sign of his punishment should be displayed in public as a permanent record of the event” (Spinoza, 2002, p.732). I am not sure we should interpret this sentence at face value and take it completely literally. What is beyond dispute however is that for Spinoza, any attack on the sovereign is inherently dangerous. Even reasonable criticism of a sovereign power can quickly turn into an attempt to undermine the authority of state, which can then lead to the disintegration of the state, and eventually quite possibly result in civil war. These statements show that Spinoza, contrary to what Israel maintains, did not argue in favour of full freedom of expression. 
The highest aim of society

Spinoza ends his discussion of the general principles for all political systems by discussing ‘The Highest Aim of Society’, which is the subtitle of chapter 5 of the TP. Here he argues that “the purpose of civil order (...) is nothing other than peace and security of life” (ibid., p.699). On first sight, this is clearly different from his statement in the TTP that the “purpose of the state is, in reality, freedom” (p.567). The French scholar Etienne Balibar for example writes that this is a passage of “clear contrast, not of continuity” between the TTP and the TP (Balibar, 1998, p.50). But this is not exactly so. One could be forgiven for thinking that Spinoza is talking about physical security here, but this is not the whole story. This becomes obvious later on, when he writes that “so when we say that the best state is one where men pass their lives in harmony, I am speaking of human life, which is characterised not just by the circulation of the blood and other features common to all animals, but especially by reason, the true virtue and life of the mind” (Spinoza, 2002, p.699). This is of course a very lofty and noble ideal, but one has to wonder whether such an ideal situation can be attained in a society based on Spinoza’s principles. Still, it is good to point out, as Frederick Copleston does, that “his ideal certainly was that law should be rational and that human beings should be guided in their private conduct and in  their obedience to law by reason rather than by fear” (Copleston, 2003, p.257). However, as Copleston continues by writing, “all the same, it is on power that political authority rests, even if this power is never misused. And if the power disappears, the claim to authority disappears” (ibid.). 
From universal principles to particular systems


After his exposition of the general principles that apply to all political systems, Spinoza continues by separately discussing monarchy, aristocracy and democracy. 

Monarchy

It becomes clear at the start of the monarchical system that Spinoza is not a big fan of monarchy. He begins his discussion of this political system by writing that “experience seems to teach us that peace and harmony are best served if all power is conferred on one man”, but he then immediately adds that “it is slavery, then, not peace that is promoted by transferring all power to one man” (ibid., p.701). This is because what holds good for all men, also applies to kings: man in general is too fickle, too often governed by the passions. A king’s spirit may be willing, the flesh is and will always remain weak. It is therefore unwise to bestow all authority on one man. Spinoza writes that “it is surely folly to make demands on another that no one can himself satisfy, namely (...) that he should avoid greed, envy, ambition, and so on, especially if he is one who is daily exposed to the strongest urges of every passion (ibid.). A powerful monarch will be drunk with power and will be tempted to use his authority for private gain. 

Democracy


A second system that Spinoza discusses is democracy. Spinoza had already briefly talked about the democratic form of government in the TTP. In the TTP he argued that “it [i.e. a democratic system] seemed the most natural form of state, approaching most closely to that freedom which nature grants to every man” (ibid., p.531). Spinoza believed this to be true because “in a democratic state nobody transfers his natural right to another so completely that thereafter he is not to be consulted” (ibid.). He adds that “in this way all men remain equal, as they were before in a state of nature” (ibid.).  Because of these statements, some commentators have argued that “Spinoza arguably is the first important political philosopher to endorse democracy as the best government” (Ward, 2011, p.55).


It was Spinoza’s intention to elaborate his ideas about democracy in the Political Treatise. However, because of his premature death in 1677, his writings on the democratic system remain incomplete. In fact, the chapter on democracy consists of merely three pages. Nonetheless, there are some interesting remarks that shed light on his general conception of democracy and contrast somewhat with the remarks he made on democracy in the TTP. According to Spinoza, the essential feature of a democracy is the fact that the people who “are appointed to govern the commonwealth are appointed thereto not by the supreme council (...) but by law” (Spinoza, 2002, p.752). Thus whereas in an aristocracy one can only become a patrician if one is chosen by the supreme council, in a democratic system all people who fulfil certain conditions are automatically made part of the supreme council. However, this does not mean that each single individual should have the right to vote in the supreme council. As Spinoza notes, in a democratic system it could be possible that the right to vote is “restricted to older men who have reached a certain age, or to the eldest son as soon as they are of age, or to those who contribute a certain sum of money to the commonwealth” (ibid.). In fact, it is even possible that in a democratic system the supreme council is “composed of fewer citizens than [in an] aristocracy” (ibid).


Spinoza himself does not believe everyone should have the right to vote in the supreme council and to participate in public affairs. He writes that a democratic system should “exclude women and servants who are under the control of their husbands and masters, and also children and wards as long as they are under control of parents and guardians” (ibid., p.753). Women, servants and children are not in their own right (i.e. they are not sui juris), and are therefore not able to participate in public affairs. In addition, in a democratic system, “those who are in bad repute for their crimes or for a dishonourable way of life” ought to be excluded, although it remains unclear what exactly a dishonourable way of life is (ibid.). Israel mentions the exclusion of women, servants and children by Spinoza exactly once, and not in the chapter on Spinoza’s political philosophy, but in the chapter on Van den Enden’s political ideas. Israel writes that “women and servants, in Van den Enden’s democratic vision, as in Spinoza’s, are excluded from participation in decision-making and voting” (Israel, 2001, p.177). In the chapter on Spinoza’s political theory, he does not mention these restrictions and actually gives the impression that Spinoza advocated universal suffrage. Israel writes that “in a democracy, liberty is enhanced in that one is consulted, and can participate in decision-making in some degree, whatever one’s social status and educational background” (ibid., p.260). Contrary to what Israel claims, we have seen that the social status of an individual does as a matter of fact play an important role in deciding whether this individual may participate in the democratic decision-making process. 

Spinoza continues by writing that “perhaps someone will ask whether it is by nature of by convention that women are subject to the authority of men” (Spinoza, 2002, p.753.). He immediately adds that “if we look simply to experience, we shall see that this situation [i.e. their subjection to men] stems from their weakness” (ibid.). Women were not subjected to men because the social, legal, and political systems inhibited them from participating on equal terms with men, but because, so Spinoza argues, they were and are naturally weaker than men. We are therefore “fully entitled to assert that women do not naturally possess equal right with men and that they necessarily give way to men” (ibid.). Not only are they naturally weaker than men, but letting women rule is even considered to be quite dangerous according to Spinoza. He states that “rule by men and women on equal terms is bound to involve much damage to peace” (ibid., p.754). Spinoza’s ideas about women already came to the fore in the chapter on monarchy in which he stated that “it should in no way be permitted that daughters should inherit the throne” (ibid., p.708). Israel discusses Spinoza’s views about women and concedes that “admittedly, Spinoza himself argues that women are naturally too weak to assert themselves and stand up to men, and invariably let themselves be dominated” (Israel, 2001, p.86). But what is striking is that in Enlightenment Contested, when arguing that Cartesianism could not form a philosophical grounding for notions of female equality, Israel writes that “rather only monist systems could supply criteria capable of consistently underpinning a comprehensive doctrine of female equality. Spinozism in particular could combine criticism of tradition, conventional morality and existing structures of authority (...) in such a manner as to ground a more balanced female equality” (Israel, 2006, p.576). Here Israel gives us the impression that it was actually radical thought, based on Spinozism, which stood at the foreground of struggles for female equality, something which is difficult to understand when one reads Spinoza’s statements about the natural inequality of women.

The question of course is whether the views expressed in the TP are different from those expressed in the TTP, or whether they are slightly different interpretations of the same views. A difficulty arises because we only have partial knowledge of Spinoza’s final views on democracy. Any interpretation on Spinoza’s final viewpoints on democratic theory must therefore remain speculative. As we have already seen, in the TTP Spinoza wrote that democracy was the most natural form of government. In the TP there is no such statement. He does say that democracy is the most absolute form of government, but this is different from calling it the most natural form. Israel maintains that “in the Tractatus Politicus Spinoza reaffirms his view that democracy (...) is the best form of State”, but he does not quote Spinoza here and one has to wonder on what textual basis Israel makes this claim (Israel, 2001, p.271). 
A difficulty that arises when one wants to interpret Spinoza as a full-blown democrat, i.e. as someone who advocated universal suffrage, is that Spinoza is often very critical of the intellectual capacities of the majority of men. His works are peppered with derogatory remarks about the common man. He for example writes in chapter 4 of the TTP that “the true purpose of law is apparent only to the few and is generally incomprehensible by the great majority in whose lives reason plays little part” (Spinoza, 2002, p.427). In the preface of the TTP he even exhorts the common man not to read the TTP, because he will most likely interpret it incorrectly (ibid., p.394). According to Feuer, Spinoza was possibly more critical of the democratic system in the TP. A possible for reason for his bleaker view of democracy in the TP is that Spinoza was shocked by the execution of the brothers De Witt in 1672 by a violent mob (Feuer, 1987, chapter 2). Proponents of this explanation argue that the brutal execution of these two Dutch politicians made Spinoza even more pessimistic about the rational capacities of the majority of men. 
One commentator, Raia Prokhovnik, even suggests that Spinoza argues in favour of an aristocratic form of government in the TP. Prokhovnik writes that “much of Spinoza’s argument is found in the chapters on aristocracy which, in the TP, is the form of government he on mature reflection prefers and on which he concentrates his attention” (Prokhovnik, 2004, p.210). Let us first see however what Spinoza himself writes about aristocracy.


Aristocracy
Aristocracy is a third form of government that Spinoza discusses. The chief characteristic of an aristocracy is that “government is in the hands of not one man but a certain number of men, whom we shall henceforth call patricians” (Spinoza, 2002, p.723). He adds that “this right to govern depends solely on selection” (ibid.). Whereas in a democratic system the right to participate in the supreme council is granted by law, in an aristocracy this right is privately bestowed upon a select number of individuals. Spinoza believes this form of government has some merit. At the end of chapter 10 for example he writes that “the fundamental laws (...) of aristocracy are in conformity with reason and with the common sentiments of men” (ibid., p.751). And in an ideal world, one in which “patricians were of such a nature that in choosing their colleagues they could free themselves from all bias and be guided only by zeal for the public good, there would be no state to compare with aristocracy” (ibid., p.753). However, he immediately adds that in the real world this does not hold. He writes that “experience has abundantly taught us that the very opposite is the case, especially with oligarchies where the will of the patricians, unrestrained by rivals, is quite unrestrained by law” (ibid.).  


Based on these statements, I believe it is wrong to classify Spinoza as a proponent of an aristocratic form of government. At the same time, one must be careful not to make him a full-blown democrat either. Spinoza had no qualms about restricting suffrage to a minority of citizens. Spinoza believed that ideally a state would be governed by a wise political elite, but he feared that in practice such an elite would never come into being. The least bad solution thus seems to be a democracy with restricted suffrage, where a number of independent property-owning males together create laws and execute these.

Two things we have already discussed must be kept in mind however. First, Spinoza does not grant ‘the people’ the right to revolution. In case of a tyrannical government, the people do not have recourse to revolutionary measures to depose it. Secondly, Spinoza argues that a state should never change its form of government. As he puts it, “every state must necessarily preserve its own form, and cannot be changed without incurring the danger of utter ruin” (ibid., p.557). Thus even though Spinoza may believe some form of democracy to be the best, he does not advise people living under a king to rebel and change the system of government.

International politics
The reader will have noticed that thus far we have only discussed Spinoza’s ideas about how politics is to be organized within a single state, but that we have not yet treated Spinoza’s views with respect to the relations between states. Spinoza’s basic principle is that “two states are in the same relation to one another as are two men in a state of nature” (ibid., p.694). Spinoza thus applies the same principle of equating right with power to the international system. He writes that “a commonwealth is in control of its own right to the extent that it can take steps to safeguard itself from being subjugated by another commonwealth” (ibid). Each state is left to its own devices in this anarchical world and each has to secure, by all possible means, its future existence and independence. This also means that if a state believes that its own prospects will improve by attacking another state, it has the full right (power) to do so. Spinoza writes that “if one commonwealth chooses to make war on another and to go to all lengths to render the other subject to its right, it may be right attempt to do so, since to wage war it is enough to have the will to do so” (ibid.). Spinoza does not elaborate here on what he means by ‘all lengths’, but in the TP he returns to this discussion. He writes that “cities that have been captured by right of war and annexed to the state should be regarded as allied to the state, to be won over and bound by favour shown” (ibid., p.745). If this fails however, a state must use other means to exact obedience. He writes that “or else colonies should be sent there and the native population removed elsewhere; or else the city should be utterly destroyed (ibid.). A conquering state can wage war whenever it likes, and can do whatever it wants to make sure that the defeated party obeys its every command. 


In spite of these statements, Israel argues that “anti-colonialism (...) both actually derived from, and could only derive from, forms of radical thought based on materialist monism” (Israel, 2006, p.594). However, one cannot but feel that Spinoza’s views on international politics, which are perfectly consistent with his focus on power, make him a very unlikely proponent of anti-colonialism. Naturally, we have to be careful not to ascribe positions to Spinoza with respect to phenomena with which he possibly was not even familiar. But here the knife cuts both ways: we should be very careful to argue that he approved of colonialism, but we should also be reluctant to state that he disapproved of colonialism and that anti-colonialism could only have been based on Spinoza’s philosophy. If anything, it seems more likely that because of his focus on power and self-preservation, Spinoza would have sooner been adopted by proponents of colonialism than rather than by its opponents. 
Conclusion

In the conclusion of this chapter we will have a look at the 8 political criteria of the Radical Enlightenment concept, and we will see how well Spinoza scores on these criteria. As I have stated earlier, I believe that Israel is right in interpreting Spinoza as a monist, so I will not contest his claims with respect to Spinoza’s metaphysics, and I therefore have not included them here in the list with criteria
. 

1 equality of all mankind (racial and sexual equality);

As the reader will have seen, Spinoza explicitly argues that women are unequal to men. According to him, this inequality is not caused by a biased legal, political and social system, but is caused by “their natural weakness”. This means that “women do not naturally possess equal right with men and that they necessarily give way to men” (Spinoza, 2002, p.753). While he was explicit about sexual inequality, Spinoza has not said anything about the equality of races. We just do not know whether he believed in racial equality since he did not write anything about it. 

2 secular universalism in ethics anchored in equality and stressing equity, justice, and charity; 

Spinoza’s metaphysics rules out the notion of an absolute good and evil, and he states that good and evil can only be determined by a sovereign power. Spinoza’s political philosophy is wholly based on power, and he explicitly rejects the existence of some kind of natural law with which we can judge existing political laws and regimes. It is only the sovereign who can decide on what is just and what is unjust. Naturally, a wise sovereign should not exclusively proclaim laws that his citizens experience as being unjust. Spinoza writes in this respect that “it is exceedingly rare for governments to issue quite unreasonable commands; in their own interest and to retain their rule, it especially behoves them to look to the public good” (Spinoza, 2002, p.530). But if the sovereign does decide to issue unreasonable demands, then individuals cannot claim their natural rights have been violated.
3 comprehensive toleration and freedom of thought based on independent critical thinking;
Israel is right in stating that Spinoza advocated toleration with respect to private beliefs about God. According to Spinoza, everyone should be able to privately worship God in his own way. But whereas Spinoza is quite tolerant with respect to the individual’s relationship with God, his conception of toleration is rather restricted when it comes to the role of religion in the public sphere. Spinoza believed religion to be too strong a social force to be left alone. That is why he advocates the establishment of a state religion, with numerous impressive buildings, and argues that dissenting religious groups should only be allowed under certain conditions.
4 personal liberty of lifestyle and sexual conduct between consenting adults, safeguarding the dignity and freedom of the unmarried and homosexuals; 

Spinoza has not mentioned the rights of homosexuals and unmarried in his treatises, nor has he written much about sexual conduct in his works and to this extent he does not meet this criterion. The question here is: does Spinoza argue that individuals have a liberty of lifestyle? This question is not easy to answer. One the one hand, Spinoza rejects all talk of ‘having a right to’. In Spinoza’s political theory, you only have a right to A if you have to power to do A. He does not argue that there should be a constitution which protects the individual’s right to adopt a certain lifestyle. On the other hand, if personal liberty of lifestyle is understood in the sense that each individual has the right (i.e. power) to give meaning to his own life, and that the state cannot do anything to prevent the individual of adopting such a lifestyle (one can think of certain religious or moral beliefs), then Spinoza does meet this criterion to some extent. It therefore seems fair to say that he partially ticks the box on this criterion, but that this decision ultimately depends very much on what exactly one means by ‘personal liberty of lifestyle’.  
5 freedom of expression, political criticism, and the press in the public sphere; 

Although freedom of expression is important and present in Spinoza’s philosophy, it is not as unrestricted as Israel it makes it out to be. Even reasonable criticism of a sovereign power can quickly turn into an attempt to undermine the authority of state, which in turn can lead to the disintegration of state and society. 
6 democratic republicanism;
Israel correctly states that Spinoza preferred some form of democracy, but he rarely mentions the fact that in Spinoza’s ideal democracy everyone who was not an independent male was excluded from participating. Women, children, wards and servants should, according to Spinoza, be excluded from the democratic decision making process.    
7 anti-colonialism
Spinoza’s basic principle is that “two states are in the same relation to one another as are two men in a state of nature” (ibid., p.694). This means that each state is completely responsible for its own survival and that it can and should employ all possible means to survive. Spinoza’s philosophy is not based on the notion of people’s sovereignty, according to which each people has the right to its own state. Spinoza’s focus on power means that a state which believes that its chances of survival are enhanced by having colonies, is perfectly justified in doing so. One should of course be careful not to attribute a position to Spinoza he could not have had, but it is clear that Israel has not proven that Spinoza condemned the practice of colonialism. 
8 granting the people the right to revolution
Contrary to what Israel claims, Spinoza argues that the decision to overthrow the government can only be taken by the repressive government itself. In addition, Spinoza suggests that the people should never change the form of government, thus never changing from for example a monarchy to a democracy. 
This list with criteria shows that Spinoza definitely does not meet the criteria on 4 points, and that he meets the other 4 criteria only partially. The biggest difficulty with interpreting Spinoza as a liberal-democrat (which is essentially what Israel does) is that Spinoza rejects any restriction of the sovereign’s power. Because he equates right with power, the power of the sovereign is virtually unlimited and there can be no constitution which checks the sovereign’s power. This means that all freedom to(s) and freedom of(s) become problematic in Spinoza’s philosophy. For example, in his theory, freedom of speech does not mean that there is a constitution which grants the freedom of speech to each individual citizen. Instead, it only means that the citizen has the freedom to express his opinions because the sovereign cannot do anything to prevent the citizen from using this power. 

On the other hand, we should also remember that Spinoza wrote that the “purpose of the state is, in reality, freedom” (Spinoza, 2002, p.567). To repeat what Copleston said, Spinoza’s “ideal certainly was that law should be rational and that human beings should be guided in their private conduct and in their obedience to law by reason rather than by fear” (Copleston, 2003, p.257). But Copleston realized that for Spinoza, “all the same, it is on power that political authority rests, even if this power is never misused. And if the power disappears, the claim to authority disappears” (ibid.). Partly because of this tension between idealism and realism, different authors have emphasized either the more liberal, or the more ‘realist’ elements of Spinoza’s political theory
. But what scholars such as Copleston, Balibar and Feuer all rightly stress is that ultimately, Spinoza’s philosophy rests not on constitutional and liberal rights, but on power.  

4.
The Political Philosophy of Denis Diderot
This chapter will have the same structure as the previous chapter. This means that I will begin with a brief description of Diderot’s life, which will give the reader an impression of what his life was like. I will continue by summarily explaining some of the main points of his metaphysical system. After discussing his metaphysical views, I will engage in a long discussion on his political philosophy.  

Biography
Denis Diderot was born on the 5th of October in 1713 in a small French town called Langres. After finishing his secondary education in a Jesuit collège, Diderot left Langres for Paris in the autumn of 1728 (Wilson, 1972, p.23). In the capital Diderot attended schools run by Jesuits and Jansenists and completed his degree in philosophy in 1932. One of his biographers writes that Diderot entertained the idea to take up an ecclesiastical career early in his life (ibid., p.36). But it seems that through his studies he became less and less enchanted with the ideas and practices of the church. Instead of a career in the church, Diderot decided to try his luck in the arts and letters.


However, “it was not as an author, however, but as a translation from the English that Diderot managed to support himself for a number of years” (ibid., p.49). He translated an English book on the history of Ancient Greece and translated an essay from the English writer Lord Shaftesbury. But although translating books enabled him to make a decent living, Diderot also wanted to express his own thoughts and ideas. The first work he published was the Pensées philosophiques (1746), a collection of aphorisms in which Diderot attacks all forms of organized religion and defends a form of deism. Perhaps not surprisingly, the Parlement of Paris immediately “condemned the book to be torn up and burned” (ibid., p.55). Diderot not only became more successful as a writer, but he also managed to strike up a friendship with a clique of emerging writers such as Rousseau, d’Alembert and Condillac. 

Impressed with his translation of some of these English writers, Diderot was approached in 1745 to produce a translation of Ephraim Chambers’ Cyclopaedia, which was a great success when it was first published in 1728 in England. This Cyclopaedia was, according to Chambers himself, “the first attempt that had yet been made at once to arrange Knowledge by the Alphabet, and to exhibit a view of its relations and dependencies” (ibid., p.74). Through a series of events however, Diderot and his collaborators abandoned the idea of translating the English Cyclopaedia, and started thinking of creating their own Encyclopédie. This turned out to be a huge enterprise, which involved hundreds of writers and which took more than almost 20 years to complete. The Encyclopédie is now seen as one of the most important works of the 18th Century.

Diderot continued writing daring essays such as La promenade du sceptique and the Lettre sur les aveugles, both works in which Diderot rejects all forms of religion and adopts an atheistic position. The former essay was not published in Diderot’s lifetime because “the police, one way or another prevented it” (ibid., p.63). The latter work, the Lettre sur les aveugles, was published and this publication had dire consequences. After hearing that Diderot had published yet another radical treatise, the police decided to search Diderot’s apartment “for any manuscripts contrary to Religion, the State, or morals” (ibid., p.102). The police officers found sufficient incriminating evidence and Diderot was arrested and eventually sentenced to imprisonment, which he had to serve in the prison of Vincennes. There he was visited almost daily by his good friend Jean-Jacques Rousseau
. Because of his influential friends, Diderot did not have to sit out his full sentence and was released after three months. 

In the years after his release, Diderot continued writing and working on the Encyclopédie, but he became much more careful and decided to publish his most radial works either anonymously or posthumously. However, this does not mean that he had no further dealings with the powers that be. All volumes of the Encyclopédie were closely monitored by the censor and for a time there was actually an official ban, which prohibited further publishing of future volumes. At one point the police even conducted another search of Diderot’s house, but Diderot was tipped off by the head of the censorship department, Malesherbes, who even offered to have all the books stored in one of his depots, an offer which Diderot took him up on. Diderot was thus still closely monitored, but did not have further dealings with the French court. 

While Diderot had a steady income thanks to the continued publishing of the Encyclopédie, he was overjoyed when he received a once in a lifetime opportunity which would at once make an end to all his financial worries, both present and future. The Empress of Russia, Catherine the Great, only too happy to be able to help a struggling philosophe, offered to buy Diderot’s complete library, to be given to her after Diderot’s death. This meant that he would receive a yearly salary from the Russian Empress, but that he could hold on to his books. The only thing Diderot had to do in return was to visit the Empress in Russia. Diderot eventually travelled to Russia, with a short stop in the United Provinces. These journeys would result in the publishing of a number of books on Russia and the United Provinces. Beside this journey to Russia, the remainder of Diderot’s life was rather uneventful and was mainly spent on writing on science, politics, theater and the other arts. Denis Diderot died on July the 31st in 1784 in Paris, his remains buried in the Église Saint-Roch and his books shipped to Russia.  
Metaphysics

Diderot is undoubtedly one of the most important materialists of the 18th Century. Although educated by both Jesuits and Jansenists, he seems to have discarded his belief in the Christian dogmas early on in his career and adopted some form of deism. In his first book that was published, the Pensées Philosophiques, he writes that “si cette dangereuse hypothèse [i.e. atheism] chancelle de nos jours, c’est à la physique expérimentale que l’honneur en est dû. Ce n’est que dans les ouvrages de Newton, de Muschenbroek, d’Hartzoeker et de Nieuwentijt, qu’on a trouvé des preuves satisfaisantes de l’existence d’un être souverainement intelligent
” (Diderot, 1994a, p.23). The general tenor of the work is a defense of deism, but one can already sense an inclination towards atheism. For example, he writes that “si les merveilles qui brillent dans l’ordre physique décèlent quelque intelligence, les désordres qui règnent dans l’ordre moral anéantissent toute Providence
” (ibid., p.22). Still, in the end he does not completely reject deism, because he still clings on to the argument from design. 

Diderot at this point in his life still felt that one could only explain things like consciousness, the possible existence of the soul, and the apparent harmony of the universe by having recourse to God. But, inspired by the successes of the biological sciences in the 18th century, Diderot started to look for answers in another domain, that of science. As John Hope Mason writes, “the laws of the universe described by Newton revealed an intelligence, design and order which also seemed to need a God to explain them. But what if matter could somehow animate itself?” (Hope Mason, 1982, p.13). Diderot started hypothesizing about how life could come into existence, and organisms could develop if one rejected the possibility that this was all done by God. 

Diderot addressed all these questions most comprehensively in his Le Rêve de d’Alembert (D’Alembert’s Dream), undoubtedly philosophically his boldest work. In this book Diderot wholeheartedly defends the material basis of all life. Everything in the universe ultimately has its basis in matter and the distinction between matter and spirit is false. Diderot explains that each human being turns inanimate matter into animate matter just by eating some food. He explains that when you eat, “you assimilate the food with yourself, you turn it into flesh, you animalize it, make it capable of feeling” (Diderot, 1966, p.151). Diderot realizes that all this is speculative, but he writes that “if I don’t solve the problem you have put to me, at least I get quite near to the solution” (ibid. p.152). Furthermore, not believing in the Christian idea of the fixity of species, Diderot speculates about the evolution of animals. He writes “who knows what animal species preceded us? Who knows what will follow our present ones. Everything changes and passes away, only the whole remains unchanged” (ibid., p.174). These bold beliefs make clear that “the material basis of all reality, the existence of only a single substance, were unaltered features of Diderot’s mature thought” (Hope Mason, 1982, p.15).

These materialistic beliefs inclined Diderot to pay extra attention to the dilemma of freedom versus materialism, and made him think about the political and moral consequences of seeing man as a natural being. 

Political Theory

Methodological issues

In contrast to political philosophers like Locke, Hobbes and Montesquieu, Diderot did not write one ultimate treatise on politics. As one biographer puts it, “he wrote no obvious masterpiece, no great novel (…), no central philosophical treatise (…), no systematic body of work” (France, 1983, p.17). Instead, a large number of his most important ideas can be found in contributions to other people’s books, short treatises, letters, commentaries on books, in his fiction and in contributions to the massive Encyclopédie. Diderot’s political theory cannot be deduced from a single work, but must be gleaned from this scattered collection of writings. The problems that confront a researcher when interpreting a single book are multiplied when dealing with such a broad collection of texts. These texts were written for different audiences, had different circulations, and were sometimes published only posthumously. In the remainder of this section I will discuss the obstacles that arise because of the complicated nature of the available source material and will explain how I have dealt with them. 
The first decision one has to make is determining which texts to use and which texts to disregard. Since we are exclusively concerned with his political thought here, I will only use those works in which Diderot extensively discusses his political theory. This might seem very obvious, but one must keep in mind that all of Diderot’s writings, and not only his political works, are politically loaded. Diderot himself was aware of the importance of political issues in all his writings. He once stated that “imposez-moi silence sur la religion et le gouvernement, et je n’aurai plus rien à dire
” (Diderot, 1994a, p.76). This omnipresence of political issues is especially obvious in the Encyclopédie. Here even the most seemingly innocent article about for example a priest’s clothing can contain a scathing critique of the Ancien Régime and the clergy. Nevertheless, we must realize that there is an important difference between texts that are political, and texts that contain political theory. Political theory is not about making cutting remarks, but about giving a systematic exposition of why some people should govern and why some have to obey, and on what principles political decisions should be taken. I have generally restricted myself to discussing explicitly political works, but I have made one exception: at the beginning and at the end of my presentation of Diderot’s philosophy, when I discuss his view on determinism and human nature, I have had recourse to some of his other, more literary, writings in which he was more explicit about the issue of determinism and its consequences for some political issues. 

Diderot’s most important works on political theory are a number of entries in the Encyclopédie, whose titles I will give on the next page; a work on natural morality and the tension between civilization and primitivism called the Supplément au voyage de Bougainville (1773); his book on a draft of Catherine II’s legal code for Russia (the Nakaz), entitled Observations sur le Nakaz (written in the mid-1770s), which contains many practical recommendations; a commentary Diderot wrote on Helvétius’s De L’homme, which was published in 1774 as La Réfutation d’Helvétius; and his contributions to Raynal’s Histoire des deux Indes (multiple editions in the 1780s), which are the most radical pieces Diderot wrote.


 The Observations sur le Nakaz was not published until 1920 (Diderot, 1995, p.504). We must keep in mind that until then this text was hidden in some Russian archive and could not have been read by a large number of people. This is especially relevant when one wants to examine how influential Diderot’s works were in the 18th or 19th century. But this matter need not concern us here. Because we are only interested in the principles of Diderot’s political theory, and not in the circulation of his texts, we can use the Observations sur le Nakaz.
A particular problem concerns the articles which Diderot wrote for the Encyclopédie. This was a collaborative enterprise that involved a huge number of contributors. Many important articles about politics were not written by Diderot, but they were published in the Encyclopédie  of which he, together with d’Alembert, was the final editor. Yves Benot writes that “en fait, les articles politiques les plus riches de l’Encyclopédie ne sont pas de Diderot
” (Benot, 1970, p.140). Since I am not concerned with expounding the political views which can be found in the Encyclopédie, but only with interpreting Diderot’s views, I will only refer to those writings that were written by Diderot himself. The most important of these are Droit Naturel (Natural law), Autorité Politique (Political Authority), Hobbisme (Hobbism), Jouissance (Enjoyment), Citoyen (Citizen), Législation (Legislation), Espèce Humaine (Human species) and Malfaisant (Maleficent).

Finally, another minor difficulty arises because some of Diderot’s works are written in the form of a dialogue between two or more persons. Sometimes, as in the case of Le Rêve de D'Alembert it is pretty clear with whom Diderot identifies, but in other works it often remains a mystery which argument ultimately wins the day. Although one is often tempted to cut the knot and present a ‘final interpretation’, I believe that we should respect Diderot’s ambiguity. I feel that if Diderot does not explicitly defend one particular position, we should suspend judgement and accept that Diderot himself apparently thought that there was much to be said for more than one position. As we shall see, Diderot’s work as a whole revolves around tensions between philosophical positions, and it would be incorrect to ignore these tensions by interpreting him in one particular way. In this essay this problem presents itself only with respect to the Supplément. 

Partly because of these methodological difficulties, Diderot’s political theory has not received a great deal of attention from historians of political philosophy. Of course, for a long time he has been considered to be of great importance to the intellectual climate of the 18th century for having taken up the Herculean task of editing the Encyclopédie, and for having written novels such as Jacques le Fataliste and Le Neveu de Rameau. But it is only in the second half of the 20th century that his political writings have been given more attention. But interest in his political ideas is still meager. In fact, there is only one book wholly focused on Diderot’s political thought, Anthony Strugnell’s Diderot’s Politics (1973), whose contents will be used for my own discussion of Diderot.  Diderot has thus made quite a leap in historical scholarship: from a relatively unimportant political figure up to middle of the 20th century, to one of the most important and radical theorists of modernity in the 21st century in Jonathan Israel’s interpretation. 
Before substantively addressing Diderot’s thought, it is wise to state that Diderot’s political thought is not characterized by great changes and evolutions. Rather, it revolves around a number of tensions between different principles. The most important of these are the tension between determinism and liberty; between individual rights and collective welfare; between natural law and the social contract; and the tension between civilization and primitivism, a tension with which Diderot’s friend Rousseau struggled as well. I have decided to treat Diderot’s political thought as a whole, being sympathetic to the fact that Diderot never resolved these tensions. 

Human nature and determinism 

In order to understand Diderot’s view on politics, we must first look at his ideas about human nature. Diderot rejects Hobbes’s and Spinoza’s view that man is by nature egoistic. Diderot believes that man is characterized by having the capacity for rational thought, and by being inclined to both egoistic and altruistic behavior. Lelend Thielemann therefore states that “throughout his most important writings on human nature, Diderot insisted that man was endowed not only with selfishness but also with the reflexive and instinctive virtues of sociability, benevolence, conscience and remorse, which the Natural Law tradition had adamantly vindicated against Hobbes” (Thielemann, 1952, p.232). 
But although man is a social animal, we should not believe that man is by nature exclusively good. In his article Hobbisme, Diderot states that Rousseau, for whom man was naturally altruistic, and Hobbes, for whom man was naturally egoistic, both took extreme positions. He writes that “ils furent outrés tous les deux. Entre le système de l’un & de l’autre, il y en a un autre qui peut-être est le vrai
” (Diderot, 1994a, p. 465). Diderot exhorts us to take a middle position, to believe that man can display both morally good and bad behavior. He states that “tous les avantages artificiels se compensent par des maux; tous les maux naturels par des biens
” (ibid.). Diderot’s belief in the social virtues already came to the fore in one of his first forays into the French Republic of Letters: the second book Diderot translated was a treatise by the English philosopher Shaftesbury, in which the Englishman defended the idea that man was a naturally social being who was motivated by social virtues. Diderot never abandoned this idea of social virtues balancing out more egoistic inclinations in man. Late in his life, in a contribution to the Histoire des deux Indes, he wrote that “men were never isolated. They carried within them a seed of sociability which tended continually to be developed. If not, they would have wanted to separate themselves from one another, which they could not have done” (Diderot, 1998, p.205). If man’s nature was really as Hobbes and Spinoza had described it, men would thus have never formed a society.

However, by merely stating that man is motivated both by reason and by the passions, one does not do full justice to Diderot’s more complex ideas of man. Diderot was heavily influenced by the idea of man as a natural being, consisting not merely of a mind but also of a body. According to Anthony Strugnell, Diderot believed that “the way to a real understanding of man’s nature lay through the biological sciences” (Strugnell, 1973, p.18). This led Diderot to argue that if one wants to philosophize about the moral nature of man, one needs to know something about man’s biological constitution as well. As he put it in the Réfutation d’Helvétius, “c’est qu’il est bien difficile de faire de la bonne métaphysique et de la bonne morale, sans être anatomiste, naturaliste, physiologiste, et médecin
” (Diderot, 1994a, p.813). 
In contrast to the idea of man’s mind being a tabula rasa, Diderot posited that each individual’s capacities were already determined by the quality of his organs. He stated that “le principe ou le tronc est-il trop vigoureux relativement aux branches? De là les poètes, les artistes, les gens à imagination, les hommes pusillanimes, les enthousiastes, les fous. Trop faible ? De là ce que nous appelons les brutes, les bêtes féroces. Le système entier lâche, mou, sans énergie ? De là les imbéciles. Le système entier énergique, bien d’accord, bien ordonné? Da là les bons penseurs, les philosophes, les sages”
 (ibid., p.659). In a very important sense, Diderot believed that men were determined by their bodies, and more specifically by what we would now call the brain and the central nervous system. As Peter France puts it, “for Diderot one person is different from another not just through chances of upbringing, but because of differences in the body [and] the brain” (France, 1983, p.73). 
This belief in biological determinism has two important consequences. First, Diderot believed that these differences are not just noticeable in the human species as a whole, but that there are different races that inhabit the earth, each with different moral and intellectual capacities. In the entry ‘Espèce Humaine’ in the Encyclopédie he states that there was originally “only one original race of men, which being multiplied and spread over the surface of the earth, has produced over time all of the varieties which we have just mentioned” (Diderot, 2009, online). But although all races have the same origin, in the course of centuries, some biological changes have taken place. Diderot for example writes that “Negroes have little intelligence” and that “Negroes are large, stout, well made, but simple and without genius” (ibid.). He adds that “if one examines those who live in a temperate climate, one finds that the men of the southern provinces of the Mughals, of Persia, Armenians, Turks, Georgians, Mingrelians, Circassians, Greeks and all of the peoples of Europe are the whitest, the most beautiful, and the best proportioned on the earth” (ibid.). Because of this, one can conclude that Diderot was not a real proponent of radical equality.
A second consequence of this belief in biological determinism is that because of physical differences, some people will be more inclined to egoistic behavior, and some to more altruistic behavior. In general though, the human species is so constituted that most people are inclined to both good and bad behavior and are therefore able to work together in a society. Some people will of course be extreme altruistic, and others will only show egoistic behavior, but in general men will have mixed passions, and are able to work together rationally. The question of course is: what will happen to these people who show extreme behavior, but who seemingly cannot do anything about this. This matter becomes important when Diderot discusses what ought to be done with people who are determined to engage in criminal behavior. I will return to this problem on pages 72 and 73 of this essay. 


In describing the origins of society, Diderot does not believe that there was a sort of social contract which men agreed to together. As he puts it, “men gathered together in society by instinct, just as weak animals form herds. There was certainly no kind of primitive agreement” (Diderot, 1998, p.124). In the Histoire he elaborates on this idea by pointing towards man’s struggle against nature. He writes that man is “surrounded by all the natural evils, continually obliged to defend and protect his life against the storms and gales of the air, against the flooding of the water, against the eruptions and fires of volcanoes, against the extremes of freezing or scorching regions, against the earth’s barrenness” (ibid., p.198). In order to survive these natural ills, man “had to unite and associate with his fellows, to make common use of their strength and intelligence. It is by this union that he triumphed over so many ills, that he made the earth serve his purpose, (…) ensured his subsistence [and] subdued some of the animals by forcing them to serve him” (ibid.). Man’s social instincts thus led them together, and man’s reason helped him overcome nature’s obstacles. 


Stating that society and politics are in this sense natural to man, does not mean that all political power is exercised legitimately. Diderot was less interested in showing how society and political authority had arisen than in showing how a political system could be made legitimate. This is what we are going to discuss now.


Establishing and legitimizing the sovereign

As just stated, Diderot did not believe there was some kind of primitive contract. However, this does not mean that this idea of the social contract is not a useful fiction. In fact, Diderot argues that a legitimate power can only arise through people’s consent. Diderot’s ideas about legitimacy and consent can be found in the article Autorité politique, published in 1751 in the first volume of the Encyclopédie, and the Observations sur le Nakaz, written around 1774, but published only in 1920. 

In the Autorité politique, Diderot starts with the statement that “no man has by nature been granted the right to command others” (ibid., p.6). He immediately adds that “every member of the same species has the right to enjoy [liberty] as soon as he is in possession of reason” (ibid.). Every person who has reached a certain age, and has stopped being a child, is thought to be rational enough to know for himself what he wants. If these rational humans voluntarily decide to form a political community, a legitimate sovereign body comes into being. Authority that is not based on consent, but which is based on power, is not legitimate. Diderot writes that “power acquired by violence is nothing but usurpation and lasts only as long as the person retains greater strength than those who obey” (ibid.). 
It is thus only through consent that a sovereign can legitimately exercise power over its subjects. Diderot repeatedly states that sovereignty “is not a piece of private property, but a public good, which consequently can never be taken away from the people, to whom alone full ownership of it essentially belongs” (ibid., p.9). This means that ultimately “the Crown, the power of government and public authority are all goods of which the nation is the proprietor” (ibid.). This contrasts strongly with Spinoza’s statement that sovereignty belongs to he who has most power. For Diderot, the idea of sovereignty primarily is a prescriptive notion: he believes that the people should be sovereign. As he puts it in the Observations, “there is no true sovereign except the nation” (ibid., p.81). This is repeated once more in the Observations sur le Nakaz, in which Diderot states that “the consent of the nation, represented by deputies or assembled in corporate bodies, seems to me the source of all political and civil power” (ibid., p.90).

As we have seen in the last chapter, Spinoza argues that the sovereign’s power is absolute. Because the sovereign is more powerful than the citizens, his power cannot be checked. For Diderot however, legitimate authority is necessarily restricted. As he puts it, “it is from his subjects themselves that the prince derives the authority he exercises over them, and this authority is limited by the laws of nature and of the state” (ibid., p.9). Diderot does not elaborate on these laws of nature and the state in his entry in the Encyclopédie. Because of this, Jacques Proust argues that Diderot opts for a form of absolutism, in which the sovereign’s power is absolute and unrestricted. This is not correct however. Diderot argues that “true and legitimate power is necessarily restricted” (ibid., p.8), and in the Observations sur le Nakaz it becomes clear what Diderot meant by these laws of state.


The most important way to bind the authority of the sovereign, is to devise a constitution which clearly stipulates what powers the sovereign rightly has. Diderot writes that “the first point of a legal Code should therefore be to tell me about the precautions that have been taken to ensure that the laws have authority” (ibid., p.81). He continues by stating that “the first line of a well-made Code should bind the sovereign” (ibid.). This points to an important difference in the context in which Diderot and Spinoza wrote their treatises. Spinoza’s biggest fear was emergence of strong religious and the disintegration of the sovereign; whereas Diderot’s biggest fear was the sovereign becoming too powerful and not being checked by any other political or social institution. Israel has argued in Radical Enlightenment that “he [Diderot] rules out all notion of a binding social contract or constitutional checks designed to limit the sovereign power” (Israel, 2001, p.78). We can clearly see however that Diderot himself advocated the notion of a social contract and stressed the importance of a constitution to clearly limit the sovereign’s authority. 

Diderot points to the establishment of a representative body as a second way to check the power of the sovereign. In the Observations he writes that “but which part of his authority [the sovereign’s] should he abdicate? Of what does it consist? To whom should it be entrusted? A body representing the nation should be its trustee. What should be the prerogative of this body? To revise, approve or disapprove the wishes of the sovereign, and to convey them to the people. Who should make up this body? Owners of large property” (Diderot, 1998, p.100). Diderot here explicitly states that it is only these owners of large property that have the authority to check the sovereign. This is completely in accord with earlier statements made by Diderot in the Encyclopédie about who should be considered to be citizens of a state. In the article Citoyen (Citizen) Diderot wrote that a citizen is someone who “is a member of a free society comprised of several families, who partakes of the rights of that society and enjoys its privileges” (ibid., p.14). One could get the impression that this applies to most individuals, but this is not so. He continues by stating that “women, young children and servants are only granted the title as members of the family of a citizen properly so called; they are not true citizens themselves” (ibid.). Diderot, like Spinoza, wishes to exclude women from the democratic decision making process, although it remains unclear why he believed they should be excluded. One wonders why sexual equality forms such an important characteristic of the Radical Enlightenment, when its two most important theorists failed to include women into the political decision making process. 
Although Diderot repeatedly stresses that the nation is sovereign, he thus quite clearly did not wish to say that each individual should have a say in political affairs. Anthony Strugnell writes that apparently Diderot believed that “only property gives the individual a vested interest in the nation, and it follows that only the property-owner can rightfully make claims to citizenship” (Strugnell, 1973, p.186). In this respect, Diderot follows a whole score of political philosophers who have claimed that only those citizens with property were independent enough to give priority to the common good.


This brings us to Diderot’s view of the different forms of government. In the article Autorité politique Diderot wrote that “authority may sometimes be entrusted for a limited period, as in the Roman Republic. It may be conferred for the lifetime of a single man, as in Poland; occasionally for the lifetime of one family, as in England; sometimes for as long as the male line of a family survives, as in France” (Diderot, 1998, p.9). In this article Diderot does not give preference to either a democratic, aristocratic or monarchic system of government. In fact, Diderot did not speak out in favor of one particular system in any of his works. He had sympathy for a democratic system, but believed it to be only suitable for small republics. 
For Diderot, as for a number of his contemporaries, a democracy could only be a direct democracy. As he once wrote in the Réfutation d’Helvétius, “ce qui précède sur le gouvernement républicain me semble de toute vérité ; mais le gouvernment démocratique supposant le concert des volontés, et le concert des volontés supposant les hommes rassemblés dans un espace assez étroit, je crois qu’il ne peut y avoir que de petites républiques
” (Diderot, 1994a, p.869). Later on in this same book he writes that the democratic system is “incompatibles avec un grand État, et avec un État commerçant
” (ibid., p.912). Diderot reaffirms this view in the Histoire des Deux Indes, when he writes that “ce qui constitue essentiellement un état démocratique, c’est le concert des volontés. De là l’impossibilité d’une grande democratie
” (Diderot, 1995, p.589). Democratic systems are only possible when citizens can meet each other face to face; naturally this was not possible for a nation like France. Diderot’s hesitations about a democratic system are not so strange given that he believed that the common man was too much under the sway of church and state. Men first needed to become more independent before they could participate in public affairs. 

Diderot’s relative indifference to the different systems of government can probably be explained by the fact that he had no preference for any of them as long as there was a clear constitution and some limited form of representation. Peter France explains that “he wanted his country to conform more closely to the ideal model of a constitutional monarchy” (France, 1983, p.44). In an article in the Histoire des Deux Indes he once spoke highly of the English political institutions. He wrote that “there [in England], after long and violent upheavals, was formed that Constitution, which, if not perfect or free of faults, is at least the most well-suited to the condition of the country” (Diderot, 1998, p.189). Diderot believed that the English system, in which a parliament checked the power of the king, and in which there was a strong focus on protecting the civil liberties that were enshrined in the constitution, was very suitable for large countries like France and England. In another article in the Histoire, Diderot wrote that “the government under which the sovereign is free to do good, and restrained from doing harm, is called limited monarchy” (ibid., p.90). Although Israel claims that the Radical Enlightenment, to which Diderot according to him belongs, favoured democratic republicanism, he concedes that Diderot did not prefer the democratic system. He writes that “according to Diderot, the crucial distinction between governments is not whether they are monarchical or democratic but whether they are just or unjust, ‘free’ or despotic” (Israel, 2001, p.79).
Natural law

We have seen in the previous chapter that Spinoza believed that one of the most important tasks of the sovereign is to establish the law and to give meaning to concepts like right and wrong. Prior to the establishment of the sovereign, notions like right and wrong have no meaning; it is only the sovereign who can determine their content. For Diderot nothing could be further from the truth. Naturally, it is only a sovereign who can implement laws, but according to Diderot, the notions of right and wrong exist prior to the establishment of the sovereign. In fact, the sovereign does not create law, but ‘merely’ has to implement those precepts which can be found in natural law. To remind the reader, natural law is the idea that “law is not invented by us, but found ready-made, independently of our conventions, customs and regulations. It provides us with supreme normative rules; and it is to those rules that our constitutions and codes have to conform if they deserve to be called just” (Kolakowski, 2013, p.241). Natural law is something Diderot himself discusses extensively in all his political works; it is the central notion to which Diderot returns to again and again. Diderot once wrote that “en tout, notre véritable sentiment n’est pas celui dans lequel nous n’avons jamais vaccilé, mais celui auquel nous sommes le plus habituellement revenus
” (Diderot, 1994a, p.622). If there is one idea to which Diderot returned to more than any other, it is surely that of natural law. 
General principles of natural law

Just because natural law is the central notion of Diderot’s political theory, does not make it so that he worked out a fully coherent idea of what it is. As Diderot himself admits, “the idea of natural rights is, of all our moral concepts, one of the most important and most difficult to specify” (Diderot, 1998, p.17). In fact, Diderot gives multiple definitions of what natural law is and these definitions are not wholly consistent. The reader will see down below that Diderot at times talks about natural law as being essentially about the welfare of society as a whole, but that he also interprets it as being about the well-being of the individual. 
As previously stated, Diderot discusses the notion of natural law in almost every political treatise. In the Supplément he for example writes, “would you like to know what is good and what is bad at all times and in all places? Stick to the nature of things and of actions, to your relations with your fellow-man, to the effect of your conduct on your own well-being and on the general welfare” (ibid., p.52.). He continues this sentence by stating that “[Nature’s] will is that good should be preferred to evil and the general good to the particular” (ibid.). Later on in this same treatise, he writes that “do you know a better [standard] than the general welfare and individual utility” (ibid., p.61). The reader can see that in this one book alone, Diderot already gives a number of different definitions of what natural law is. In the Histoire des Deux Indes, in a chapter entitled Morality, Diderot writes that “in the court of philosophy and reason, morality is in effect a science, the object of which is the preservation and common happiness of the human race. It is to this twin goal that moral rules should relate. Their constant and eternal physical principle is in man himself, in the similarity between the physical constitution of one man and another; a similarity which entails that of the same needs, pleasures, pains, strength, and weakness” (ibid., p.211). In line with his interest and emphasis on the importance of our bodies for politics and morality, Diderot here thus stresses the fact that universal moral rules are possible because human beings are essentially alike. 


What the previous paragraphs makes clear is that Diderot emphasises two different principles: on the one hand he talks about the happiness of the individual, and on the other hand he focuses on the well-being of the collective. Diderot himself does not discuss what ought to happen in case of tension between these two principles, but it is interesting to see how a focus on either principle can lead to very different results in terms of protecting the individual against his society. This is what we are going to discuss now.

Natural law and the collective


The collective implications of Diderot’s use of the idea of natural law already came to the fore when he first discussed natural law in the article called Droit Naturel, published in the fifth volume of the Encyclopédie in 1755. Here he argues that “private wills are suspect; they may be good or bad. But the general will is always good, (...) it will never mislead” (ibid., pp.19-20). In this article, Diderot defends the idea of natural law as something which transcends the interests of individuals, and which is more concerned with the interests of the collective. Sometimes he even gives the impression of the general will having divine-like qualities. He argues that “everything you conceive, everything you contemplate, will be good, great, elevated, sublime, if it accords with the general will and the common interest” (ibid., p.20).
The repressive implications of his interpretation of natural law become clearer in the Supplément au voyage de Bougainville (1773). Here he writes about a primitive society which lives on Tahiti. This primitive society is in need of young, able-bodied men, and because of this, people are focused very much on procreation. As Diderot writes, “what a happy moment for a young girl and her parents when it is discovered that she is with child!” (ibid., p.59). Diderot describes a society in which both men and women are only too happy to find a partner, but it is pretty striking that he states that “our wives and daughters belong to all” (ibid., p.42). He does not argue that women have absolutely no say in choosing their partner, but they are in some sense at the mercy of men. The need for more children, and ultimately more strong men, can override some of the women’s rights. More importantly however, older women, who cannot have children anymore, are forced to wear a black veil, which they may never take off. Diderot writes that these black veils “are a mark of sterility, either a defect of birth or a consequence of old age. Any woman who takes off that veil and consorts with men is licentious, and so is a man who lifts it and his relations with such a woman” (ibid., p.60). Later on he writes that “we have dissolute old women who go out at night without their black veils, receiving men whose advances can’t prove fruitful. If they are recognised or found out, their punishment is either exile to the north of the island, or slavery” (ibid., p.62). Because this society revolves around procreation, there seems to be very little place for people who are not able to contribute to this goal. Anthony Strugnell has written that “if [an individual] through no fault of his own, because of age or infirmity, is unable to fulfil the duties demanded of him, he is cast off and treated as a pariah” (Strugnell, 1973, p.42). 


Of course, we are dealing with a fictional story here, and it is difficult to know whether Diderot personally believed in all of the statements he had his characters make. However, there are also other texts in which Diderot wrote about the, sometimes even overriding, importance of procreation. For example, in the article Jouissance, he writes that “la propagation des êtres est le plus grand object de la nature. Elle y sollicite impérieusement les deux sexes, aussitôt qu’ils en ont reçu ce qu’elle leur destinait de force et de beauté
” (Diderot, 1994a, p.469). According to one commentator, these aforementioned statements show that “nature can provide a sanction for repression – and incidentally that the laws of Diderot’s nature are aligned with the concern for increasing the birth-rate which was common among the philosophes” (France, 1983, p.66).


In addition, in his Observations sur le Nakaz we can also see how a focus on the collective welfare can infringe upon the individual’s rights. Diderot writes that “the apparatus of torture cannot be too frightening. A corpse torn to pieces makes a greater impression than beheading a man who is still alive” (Diderot, 1998, p.119). He seems to take a more humane approach to criminals when he writes that “there should be few capital punishments” (ibid., p.103).  However, the reason for this is that “[someone] who is put to death is no longer good for anything, and there are so many public works for which he could be condemned!” (ibid.).

Diderot’s statements about torture, capital punishment, procreation and sterility show that the idea of natural law could work as a repressive norm. Natural law is at times interpreted by Diderot as meaning the welfare of a society as a whole. And if it is better for society as a whole that the rights of certain individuals are set aside or even infringed upon, then this is apparently in accord with natural law. This is something Israel ignores when he claims that Diderot believed in a form of “secular universalism in ethics anchored in equality and stressing equity, justice, and charity” (Israel, 2006, p.866).
Natural law and the individual
We have just seen that Diderot sometimes interpreted natural law to refer to the welfare of society as a whole, without having much regard for the interests of the individual. This is not the whole story however. We also find him interpreting natural law as a protection of the individual and his rights. 


In his Observations sur le Nakaz, Diderot for example wrote that “all philosophy contrary to man’s nature is absurd. So is any system of law under which the citizen is continually forced to sacrifice his taste and happiness for the good of society. I want society to be happy, but I also want the citizen to be happy” (Diderot, 1998, p.125). Here Diderot clearly states that the interests of the individual should not always be sacrificed for the interests of the common good. A similar point of view is defended in one of the chapters of the Histoire des Deux Indes. When discussing the right of property, Diderot writes that each individual is the “absolute master over [his property]; he can use it, or even abuse it, at his own discretion” (Diderot, 1998, p.180).  He continues by adding that “in this matter man in society must be left alone to be a bad citizen” (ibid.). Diderot’s defence of individual rights is obvious when he inveighs against the institute of serfdom. He writes that “there is only one way to prevent the abuses of serfdom, and its dangers: abolish serfdom and rule only over free men” (ibid., p.126).


Diderot furthermore believes that man has a natural right to express himself. 
He writes that “undoubtedly freedom of the press produces these drawbacks [he discusses certain writers who foment dissent and cause prejudices]. But they are so trivial and short-lived, in comparison with the advantages, that I shall not bother to dwell on them. The question comes down to these two words: ‘Is it better for a people to be eternally deadened than sometimes troublesome?’” (ibid., p.183.). The sovereign thus may not restrict an individual’s right to free speech. 

In addition, he argues that each individual should the right to determine his relation with God. Although he never worked out a full theory of religious toleration, what emerges from his few writings on this topic is that he believed that one cannot impose religious beliefs by force. He writes that “it is impious to impose laws upon conscience (...). Conscience must be enlightened and not constrained” (ibid., p.30). And he notes that “the mind may only acquiesce to that which it regards as true” (ibid., p.29). A sovereign does not have the right to force his people to adhere to one particular religion. Diderot states that “instruction, persuasion and prayer – these are the only legitimate means of spreading religion” (ibid.). 

These defences of individual rights make it clear that Diderot also interpreted natural law so as to give the individual some protection to the demands of society as a whole. Israel is right in arguing that in Diderot we find a defence of universal secular moral rules, but Israel ignores the fact Diderot at times argues that natural law demands that the wishes and demands of the individual are wholly subordinated to the interests of society as a whole. 
Civilization and its discontents
This idea of natural law was not just of theoretical and philosophical importance, but also had important practical implications. Diderot believed that if all civil laws would be based on natural law, there would come an end to all hypocrisy and to the corruptions of morals. 

Diderot once stated that “it appears to be a fairly universal rule that supernatural and divinely inspired practices grow stronger and more durable with time, eventually becoming transformed into civil and national laws, while civil and national institutions become consecrated and degenerate into supernatural and divine precepts” (ibid., p.38). Like many of his contemporaries, Diderot was strongly opposed to the seemingly ubiquitousness of the Catholic Church and its influence upon the moeurs of France and other European countries. As Peter France reminds us, “the Catholic Church occupied a commanding position in Diderot’s France; even though we can see the beginnings of dechristianisation in certain aspects of eighteenth-century social life, the clergy were still the first order of the kingdom, churches and religious orders were everywhere and the orthodox faith was given the backing of the secular power. In particular the Church largely controlled the educational system and had an important say in the control of publication” (France, 1983, p.30). 
In his Supplément au voyage de Bougainville, Diderot inveighed against the repressive and arbitrary influence of Catholic doctrines on the prevailing laws and beliefs of 18th century Frenchmen. In this book he described the inhabitants of Haiti as people “who only follow the pure instincts of nature” and who are therefore innocent and happy (Diderot, 1998, p.42). These were people who could enjoy sex and flirtation without shame, and who lived completely in agreement with nature’s laws. The European citizen, because of the harmful influence of the Church, is “constantly groaning, ceaselessly wretched, moved to delirium by a false striving for glory or bowed down and battered by misbegotten shame” (ibid., pp.71-72). Like contemporaries such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Diderot used the example of how people in a primitive society lived to criticize certain customs and traditions of his own society.
Diderot pleaded for a return to simple laws which would not forbid innocent pleasures. In his Encyclopédie entry Législation, Diderot wrote that “[législation est] l’art de donner des lois aux peuples. La meilleure législation est celle qui est la plus simple et la plus conforme à la nature, il ne s’agit pas de s’opposer aux passions des hommes, mais au contraire de les encourager en les appliquant à l’intérêt public et particulier. Par ce moyen on diminuera le nombre des crimes et des criminels, et l’on réduira les lois à un très petit nombre
” (Diderot, 1995, p.51). Until now, people had been subject to “three codes of law – the natural code, the civil code and the religious code – which they are obliged to breach in turn, since these codes are never in agreement” (Diderot, 1998, p.67). The only remedy is to reject the religious code and make sure that the civil code is in agreement with natural law. For, as Diderot puts it, “if civil law is not a consequence of natural law, it is an arbitrary law and, as a result, useless and harmful” (ibid., p.148). Diderot does not argue that we must return to a sort of state of nature, similar to the primitive society in which the Tahitians live, but that we must reform our existing laws, practices and institutions so that these are in conformity with nature and natural law. 

Natural law and colonialism

One of the practices which most needed changing was that of colonialism. For Diderot, colonialism, in the way it was practiced in the 18th century, constituted a major violation of natural law. A number of European countries, his own France among them, had long been engaged in the settling of non-European lands. The settling of these lands often went hand in hand with subjugating the native peoples and forcing them to work for the Europeans. This enslaving of innocent peoples shocked Diderot. As we have seen earlier in this chapter, Diderot did not always speak very favourably of non-European peoples. He once stated for example that “Negroes have little intelligence” (Diderot, 2009, online). But this did not mean that there was not some form of moral equality between the races. This can be seen when at the end of his life Diderot castigated his countrymen for “instead of recognizing this man as a brother, you only see him as a slave, a beast of burden” (Diderot, 1998, p.177). 


Diderot did not argue that colonialism as such had to be abolished, but that it had to be based on fair principles. As Diderot states, “both reason and equity permit the establishment of colonies, but they also mark out the principles from which one must not stray when founding them “ (ibid., p.175). Diderot argues that there are three possible situations: “either the country is deserted, or it is partly deserted and partly inhabited, or it is fully inhabited” (ibid.). In case a country is fully inhabited, “I can lay legitimate claim only the hospitality and assistance which one man owes another. If i am left to die of hunger or cold on a seashore, I will draw my weapon and seize by force what I need (...). But if I am granted sanctuary, fire, water, bread and salt, then all obligations towards me have been fulfilled. If I demand more, I become a thief and a murderer” (ibid.). In case the land is only partly occupied, “the deserted part is mine” (ibid.). And if the land is completely unoccupied, it can be appropriated.  


While Israel stresses on multiple occasions that Diderot fulminated against the many practices which were connected to colonialism, he does not mention that Diderot was not opposed to colonialism per se.

Revolution


However, not only the people in the colonies were treated badly, many European states oppressed their native subjects as well. The question is: what should the people do when the state does not act in the public interest, and actually oppresses its citizens? Do the people have the right to overthrow an oppressive government, or does prudence suggest that such a regime should be tolerated and be gradually reformed from within?

Diderot’s position on revolution changed radically. He discusses the right of revolution for the first time in the Encyclopédie entry Autorité politique (1751). Here he states that although the people are sovereign in theory, they do not therefore have the right to depose a tyrannical king. He writes that “all the justifications one imagines for resisting are, on close inspection, only subtly coloured pretexts for disloyalty [to the sovereign]” (ibid., p.11). He continues by writing that “through such conduct [i.e. revolutionary measures] no one ever reformed a prince or abolished taxes but instead only added a new degree of misery to the misfortunes of which he complained already” (ibid.). We cannot be completely sure that this is what Diderot really believed however, because it might very well be that Diderot had to temper the revolutionary content of his article to get it passed by the censor and to obtain a royal seal of approval, which books needed to be legally printed
.
Diderot addressed the matter of revolution for the second time in the Supplément (1773). Here he still rejects the right to revolution, but now more on pragmatic grounds. He writes that “we must speak out against senseless laws until they are reformed and, in the meanwhile, abide by them. Anyone who on the strength of his personal authority violates a bad law thereby authorises everyone else to violate the good. Less harm is suffered in being mad among madmen than in being wise on one’s own” (ibid., p.74). 

In the Observations sur le Nakaz, written in the late 1770s, he first explicitly defends the right to revolution. He states that “the first line of a well-made Code should bind the sovereign. It should begin thus: ‘We the people and we sovereign of this people swear conjointly to obey these laws by which we will be equally judged; and if it should happen that we, the sovereign, enemy of our people, should change them or infringe them, it is just that our people should be released from the oath of loyalty, and that they should pursue us, depose us and even condemn us to death if the case demands it’” (ibid., p.81). Here Diderot clearly argues that if the sovereign violates the constitution, the people have the right to depose him.

In the Histoire des Deux Indes (1783) Diderot goes even one step further by actually encouraging people to physically fight for their liberty. Though he was aware of the fact that a revolution could lead to a situation which was worse than living under a tyrannical government, he believed that even if the chances of success were small, the risk had to be taken. He writes that “[a] truth equally proved by history is that all arbitrary power rushes towards its own destruction, and that everywhere revolutions – quicker or slower, sooner or later – bring back the reign of liberty” (ibid., p.174). A revolution often is “only the legitimate exercise of an oppressed person’s natural and alienable right, a right enjoyed even by the person who is not oppressed” (ibid., p.200). Peter France concludes that “it does seem that as he got older, far from growing more conservative, he became increasingly susceptible to the appeal of a kind of rebellious heroism” (France, 1983, p.46). In some instances Diderot even seems to rejoice in the idea of a violent upheaval. He writes for example that “a nation is only regenerated in a bath of blood” (Diderot, 1998, p.184). 
There are a number of reasons which explain why Diderot took a more radical stance with respect to revolution. One commentator suggests that Diderot took a more radical position concerning revolution because experience had shown that even the best form of an absolutist state, an enlightened one, neglected to implement a more rational and humane legal code and failed to reform existing political institutions (Strugnell, 1973, p.199). In addition, the audacity of the American revolutionaries in 1776 had strengthened Diderot’s conviction that a successful revolution was possible.
Natural law and the social contract
The reader will wonder how this discussion of natural law is connected to Diderot’s use of the social contract. As we have seen earlier, Diderot wrote that legitimate authority can only arise through the consent of the people. At the same time however, Diderot seems to have introduced a standard, natural law, which does not need to be consented to, but which can be found objectively in nature. 


Ultimately, for Diderot, the social contract is theoretically not that important. Diderot’s focus lies on reforming society on the lines of what natural law demands. The way to ensure that the natural laws are adopted and respected is for a government to be checked by a constitution, and by having some kind of representation of the people. Experience had shown that no form of absolutism works because power always corrupts, and so there have to be some checks and balances which enable the people to check the powers of their government. It seems that for Diderot, the social contract is above all a means to best establish the principles of natural law in society. 
Determinism and criminals
At the beginning of this chapter, I discussed Diderot’s ideas about human nature and determinism. As we have seen, Diderot argues that because of physical differences, some people will be more inclined to egoistic behavior, and some to more altruistic behavior. In general though, the human species is so constituted that most people consist of inclinations to both morally good and bad behavior and are therefore able to work together in society. Now that we have discussed Diderot’s vision on natural law, we can return to the question what ought to happen to those people who are determined to transgress the precepts of natural law, but who, because of their ‘faulty’ human nature cannot do anything about this. Peter France writes that “Diderot, in his thinking about vice, virtue, and the public good was persuaded that some individuals are ‘badly born’, predestinated by forces beyond their control to act criminally” (France, 1983, pp.79-80).

The question of course is: what should we do with people who are determined to engage in criminal acts? The first solution that Diderot proposes might seem contradictory. He proposes that society as a whole should try to modify these people. In the entry Malfaisant he writes that “s’il n’y a point de liberté, il n’y a plus que des hommes bienfaisants et des hommes malfaisants; mais les hommes n’en sont pas moins modéfiables en bien et en mal; les bons exemples, les bons discours, les châtiments, les récompenses, le blâme, la louange, les lois ont toujours leur effet
” (Diderot, 1994a, p.478).  This is repeated in his novel Le Neveu de Rameau (Rameau’s Nephew), in which he states that if the ‘paternal molecule’ is bad, one should nonetheless try to improve that man’s character (Diderot, 1994b, p.681). Arthur Wilson argues that for Diderot, “man is not free. But he is plastic. He is not free to act by mere caprice, for he must necessarily act within the limits of all the variable factors of his previous experience. But these variable factors can be modified and then, of course, man will be modified too” (Wilson, 1972, p.661).  

 
However, if a man who is determined to break the law does not respond to these attempts at amelioration, then there is nothing left to do but to kill him. This radical conclusion is defended in the Entretien d’un père avec ses enfants (1771), and in a letter Diderot wrote to Landois in 1756. In the letter to his compatriot Landois, Diderot writes, in the context of a discussion about morality and determinism, that “le malfaisant est un homme qu'il faut détruire et non punir; la bienfaisance est une bonne fortune, et non une vertu. Mais quoique l'homme bien ou malfaisant ne soit pas libre, l'homme n'en est pas moins un être qu'on modifie; c'est par cette raison qu'il faut détruire le malfaisant sur une place publique
” (Diderot, 1999, p.56).

Something similar is stated by Diderot in the Entretien (1771). In this short story Diderot describes a discussion he has had with his father and a doctor. He described how the men discuss whether the doctor should have given medical help to a convicted swindler who was gravely ill and would have died without medical aid. The doctor says that “mon affaire est de le guérir, et non de le juger
” (Diderot, 1994b, p.486). Diderot does not agree. His character states that helping the criminal was “une très mauvaise action à faire
” (ibid., p.485). Anthony Strugnell writes that “[Diderot’s character] likens the criminal to “un chien enragé,” “un monstre”: he is not morally responsible for his actions as they are due to accidental or congenital defects in his physiological organization. The best solution for him and society is to let him die, and the quicker the better; indeed, natural equity and the good of society demand this, since society can only achieve its true purpose, the conservation and happiness of its members, if the physiological organisation of the latter broadly complies with the norm of the species” (Strugnell, 1973, p.33). 


Whereas Israel argues that materialist monism is inextricably connected to radical political philosophies, one can argue that these statements by Diderot, both in the Entretien and in the letter to Landois, show that a belief in materialist monism can lead to actions which are hardly in accord with the Radical Enlightenment principles. 
Conclusion
In the conclusion of this chapter we will have a look at the 8 political criteria of the Radical Enlightenment concept, and we will see to what extent Diderot meets these criteria. As I have stated earlier, I believe that Israel is right in interpreting Diderot as a materialist monist, so I will not contest his claims with respect to his interpretation of Diderot’s metaphysics, and I therefore have not included them here in the list with criteria
. 

1 
equality of all mankind (racial and sexual equality);
Although Diderot does not explicitly state that women are unequal to men, he nowhere
writes that they are equal to men. In fact, by stating that “women (...) are only granted the title as members of the family of a citizen properly so called; they are not true citizens themselves”, he excludes them from the political process (Diderot, 1998, p.14). One gets the impression that if anything, Diderot’s views on women are more conservative than radical.

Something similar can be said about Diderot’s ideas about racial equality. As we have

seen, in the Encyclopédie entry Espèce Humaine, he writes that “Negroes are large, stout,

well made, but simple and without genius” and that “Negroes have little intelligence” (Diderot, 2009, online). His views on racial equality become more progressive when he takes up the cause of writing against the practice of slavery, but it does not seem that he has explicitly retracted his earlier views on the inequality of races.
2 secular universalism in ethics anchored in equality and stressing equity, justice, and charity;

Israel is right in stating that Diderot believed in a secular, universal natural law. But we have to make two remarks that qualify this view: first, Diderot at times interprets natural law as being not about the welfare of the individual, but about the welfare of the collective. This means that if e.g. capital punishment or torture is beneficial to the welfare of the collective, these measures should be taken, even though they may infringe upon individual human rights. The second comment is that Diderot’s ideas about determinism mean that people who are believed to be determined to act criminally in all likelihood have to be removed from society by being killed. This of course is not in line with the Radical Enlightenment principles.
3 comprehensive toleration and freedom of thought based on independent critical thinking; 
Diderot did not have a fully worked out theory of toleration, but what emerges from his few writings on this topic is that he believed that one cannot and should not impose religious beliefs with force. He for example stated that “it is impious to impose laws upon conscience (...). Conscience must be enlightened and not constrained” (Diderot, 1998, p.30). Furthermore, he wrote that “instruction, persuasion and prayer – these are the only legitimate means of spreading religion” (ibid., p.29). These statements show that Diderot did advocate the need for religious toleration and freedom of thought.
4 personal liberty of lifestyle and sexual conduct between consenting adults, safeguarding the dignity and freedom of the unmarried and homosexuals; 
\
Diderot does not discuss the unmarried and homosexuals in his political works, but it becomes clear from what is said in the Supplément that Israel is right in stating that he considered sexual freedom to be very important. He writes for examples that sex is “an innocent pleasure to which Nature, that sovereign mistress, invites every person” (ibid., p.47). Diderot believed that one should reject the Christian perspective on sex, and instead adopt a secular view on sex. 
5 freedom of expression, political criticism, and the press in the public sphere; 
Diderot was indeed a proponent of full freedom of expression. His views on this topic are most elaborately expounded in one of his contributions to the Histoire des Deux Indes, appropriately entitled Freedom of expression. Here he wrote that that while freedom of expression can produce some drawbacks, “the question comes down to these two words: ‘Is it better for a people to be eternally deadened than sometimes troublesome?’” (ibid., p.183).

If freedom of expression is not granted, “a nation is kept in ignorance of those things that matter most to its true interests” (ibid, p.182).  
6 democratic republicanism”
Diderot did not believe that the democratic system was suitable for large countries like France. He wrote that “mais le gouvernment démocratique supposant le concert des volontés, et le concert des volontés supposant les hommes rassemblés dans un espace assez étroit, je crois qu’il ne peut y avoir que de petites républiques
” (Diderot, 1994a, p.869). His preferred system of government was a constitutional monarchy, in which the king was checked by a constitution and by a representative body constituted of large property owners. 

7 anti-colonialism
Israel is right in pointing out that Diderot rejected many of the degrading practices which were intimately connected with colonialism. But it is important to point out that Diderot did not reject colonialism per se. He wrote that “both reason and equity permit the establishment of colonies”, but he also noted that these colonies must be established on the basis of mutual respect and reciprocity (Diderot, 1998, p.175).  
8 right to revolution
Diderot’s position on the right to revolution changed radically. In one of his first entries of the Encyclopédie, entitled Autorité politique (1751), he wrote that “all the justifications one imagines for resisting are, on close inspection, only subtly coloured pretexts for disloyalty” (ibid., p.11). But as he got older, he became convinced of the need for revolutionary measures to depose tyrannical despots. In both the Observations sur le Nakaz (written in the 1770s) and in his contributions to the Histoire (multiple editions 1780s) he explicitly defended the right of the people to rise up against an unjust government.
Diderot meets a number of criteria (3,4,5) completely. This is so because Diderot, unlike Spinoza, believed that a constitution should be adopted which would protect the rights of citizens. In addition, Diderot, again in contrast to Spinoza, does believe in a notion of natural law which exists independently of the sovereign. These notions of natural law enable citizens to claim their natural rights against an oppressive government. 

However, there are also some elements of the concept on which Diderot does not score particularly well. Diderot rejected the political equality of women, and did not believe in full racial equality. In addition, his statements on what should happen to people who are determined to engage in criminal behaviour are hardly in accord with the Radical Enlightenment principles. Diderot does not completely meet the standards of the last two criteria, because he does not argue against colonialism per se, and he has both made the argument that the people do have the right to revolution, and that they do not.
5.
Conclusion

"While it may be hard to live with generalizations, it is inconceivable to live without them" Peter Gay in Schnitzler's Century: The Making of Middle-Class Culture 1815-1914, p.5

In this essay I have wanted to answer the following research question: Do Spinoza’s and Diderot’s political philosophies tick the box on all the relevant elements of the Radical Enlightenment concept, and if not, what does that mean for the usefulness of the concept and what does that say about the alleged connection between metaphysics and radical politics in the philosophies of these two thinkers?

We have seen that Spinoza does not score very well on a number of points of the Radical Enlightenment concept. The main problem is that Spinoza’s philosophy is wholly based on power. Spinoza equates right with power, and rejects any notion of an absolute standard of good and evil with which to judge existing political regimes and institutions. In Spinoza’s theory, only the sovereign can decide on what is good and what is bad. In addition, Spinoza’s interpretation of natural right means that the sovereign may do everything that he is able to do. The Radical Enlightenment concept on the other hand has as basic principle that the power of the sovereign should be limited by the rights that individual citizens have. For example, Spinoza does not argue that there should be a constitution which upholds freedom of speech or freedom of worship. Instead, Spinoza argues that the sovereign does not have the power, and therefore not the right, to influence these activities. But this is something completely different to what freedom of speech means in the Radical Enlightenment tradition, according to which there should be a constitutional right to free worship and freedom of expression. Israel is in a sense right that Spinoza favours a democratic regime, but he gives the incorrect impression that Spinoza advocated universal suffrage, whereas in reality he argued that only independent males should be allowed to participate in the democratic decision making process. Furthermore, Spinoza excludes women from the political process, whereas in the Radical Enlightenment concept the moral and political equality of women is defended. 

Diderot fits better in the Radical Enlightenment concept, because he does argue in favour of a constitution which checks the power of the sovereign. This is why Diderot can talk about having a right to, something which is so essential in the Radical Enlightenment concept. In addition, Diderot states that there is some form of natural law, which exists independently of the sovereign. But Diderot is ambiguous in interpreting the notion of natural law. At times he interprets natural law as protecting the individual against the demands of society, but in other instances he seems to give preference to the needs of society, while ignoring the rights of the individual. And contrary to Spinoza, Diderot did not argue in favour of a democratic system. Diderot believed that the best form of government was a constitutional monarchy, where a strong constitution and a limited form of representation ensure that the power of the sovereign is checked. In addition, his disparaging comments about women and black people are not at all in line with Radical Enlightenment principles. 

What do these conclusions mean for the concept of Radical Enlightenment? In the first place, one must state that it is hard to find a real causal connection which supposedly exists between materialist monism and the 8 political criteria. To remind the reader, Israel has stated that as soon as a thinker opts for some form of monism, radicalism in politics follows, which would result in the adoption of the 8 political criteria. But in the cases of Spinoza and Diderot, this strong causal connection is not present. Naturally, we see some influence of their metaphysics in their politics. For example, this influence can be seen in their immediate rejection of the idea that a king has the divine right to rule, and in the way they explicitly conceptualize political society as a sort of human construct. However,  Israel has not proven that because of their materialist monist metaphysics, they have adopted the 8 political criteria of the Radical Enlightenment concept. Furthermore, when Diderot states that ‘badly born individuals’, such as people who are seemingly predestined to engage in criminal acts, have to be removed from society, we can see that a belief in materialism can lead to, from the Radical Enlightenment point of view, inhumane policies. But it not just that they do not tick the box on many of the 8 political criteria. Their political theories are so different that it is hard to imagine the how such a causal connection would work. 
It would of course be absurd to deny that there is absolutely no link between on the one hand the rise of metaphysical systems which denied the existence of God, Providence and the importance of tradition, and on the other hand the rise of secular, democratic politics. But the linkages between these two are much more complex than Israel makes them out to be. This is something a number of commentators of Israel’s work agree on. Chisick for example points to the fact that Israel himself admits that Pierre Bayle, supposedly one of the three most important Radical Enlightenment thinkers, was pretty moderate in his politics. In addition. Hobbes, who also adhered to a materialist metaphysics, was not a democrat but a political authoritarian. It is not only that we cannot seem to this strong causal relation in the philosophies of Spinoza and Diderot, but it is absent in the philosophies of other thinkers Israel discusses as well. This is an important point, because it suggests that Israel has not proven one of his main points, which is that there exists a causal connection between materialist monism and modern, liberal-democratic politics.
However, this does not mean that his interpretation does not remain useful. 
First, Israel has presented us with a new way to conceptualize the Enlightenment. Israel has shown that the Enlightenment was not one bloc or family (as Peter Gay argued), but that there were important differences between the Enlightenment thinkers themselves. Although Israel exaggerates how clear the lines are between the moderate and the radical Enlightenment, this focus on differences in political and philosophical ideas can, if nuanced, prove to be very worthwhile. Furthermore, thanks to Israel, we now have a much better understanding of the Dutch contribution to the Enlightenment, especially concerning the widespread dissemination of Spinoza’s thought. Although I contest how Israel has interpreted Spinoza’s political philosophy, he has convincingly shown that Cassirer was mistaken when he stated that “Spinoza seems hardly to have had any direct influence on eighteenth century thought” (Cassirer, 2009, p.187). Finally, Israel has uncovered a whole score of forgotten European philosophers whose contribution to intellectual history has been ignored for too long. 
The fierce discussions which have surrounded the publication of Israel’s books show that the Enlightenment debate will remain important and vibrant. All scholars agree that something fundamentally shifted in the eighteenth century with respect to our vision of man, but aside from that, there remains a whole lot of disagreement. This has led Norman Hampson to write, perhaps a little too skeptically, that “within limits, the Enlightenment was what one thinks it was” (Hampson, 1990, p.9). The question ‘What is Enlightenment’, already addressed by Kant, is simultaneously a very old and a very contemporary one. Because the Enlightenment is seen as such an important basis of our secular, democratic identity, we will never stop thinking about what it means to us. The French historian François Furet once wrote about the French Revolution that “ce n’est pas assez dire que la Révolution explique notre histoire contemporaine. Elle est notre histoire contemporaine
” (Furet, 1983, p.14-15). In many respects something similar could be said about the Enlightenment. It is not just that numerous Western citizens believe that liberal democracy and human rights are historical products of the Enlightenment project, but for many, this project has not finished and still has to be fought for every day. But this is exactly the reason why we need a more nuanced interpretation of the Enlightenment than one which presents us with there having essentially been one good, radical Enlightenment, and one contradictory, moderate Enlightenment. As one commentator has put it very aptly, “if we accept Israel’s vision of a fully coherent radical Enlightenment and a hopelessly incoherent moderate Enlightenment, we not only impose an artificial dichotomy on an historical movement; we also forfeit the opportunity to learn from the Enlightenment’s own efforts to avoid reducing human understanding to abstract reasoning” (La Vopa, 2009, p.737). By oversimplifying what the Enlightenment was, we not only do scant justice to its philosophers, but we also deprive ourselves of the opportunity to obtain a richer understanding of the complexities of political life.
6. 
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� Note on the use of translations: I have directly quoted a translation if I had access to one. If I had no access to a good translation, I have quoted the original and have provided my own translation of the original Dutch, French and German texts in a footnote. 


� It is not so that, on the first of September 1715, people suddenly started thinking in a reasonable, philosophical, anti-dogmatic and anti-authoritarian way, and then on the 14th of July 1789 stopped doing so


� Enlightenment is man's emergence from his self-imposed immaturity. Immaturity is the inability to use one understanding without guidance from another


� It is the intellectual and moral forces, not the material forces, that guide and direct human life


� In 1685 the majority of French think like Bossuet; suddenly, in 1715, the French think like Voltaire: this is a revolution


� Approximately all the ideas that seemed revolutionary around 1760, or even 1789, had already been expressed around 1680


� hierarchy, discipline and order


� Enlightenment is totalitarian


� What people seek to learn from nature is to use her, in order to completely dominate her and the people themselves. Nothing else matters. The Enlightenment has, unsparingly against itself, done away with the last remains of its own consciousness.


� Only slightly less intellectual, but perhaps relevant nonetheless, one can think of research into things like “Sex Clubs of Enlightenment Scotland and Their Rituals”.


� far from all of the egalitarian critics fit into Israel’s scheme


� most of the 18th century critics of slavery were religious protestants 


� he ignores or belittles the Christian and deistic egalitarians. 


� If these texts have only become known during the last few years thanks to erudite research, can one then seriously argue that they were more important than the works of Leibniz, Voltaire, Hume, Montesquieu and that they have forcefully contributed to the emergence of the French Revolution?


� often consists of setting aside interpretative debates and of deciding in favour of a certain reading, and so removing all ambiguity which can be found in these works 


� Israel’s schematic rendering reduces a complex history to a global struggle between good and evil


� concepts do not exist in nature, waiting to be discovered by us [human beings]. One cannot say of any concept that it is true, but only that it is more or less useful


� To make it visibly clear to what extent the criteria are met, I have decided to cross out the line if the criterion is not met, to make it cursive if it is only partially met, and to leave it as it is if the criteria is wholly met.


� See Duffy (2009) for a concise literature survey, in which a large number of interpretations of Spinoza are discussed.


� Rousseau actually experienced his famous intuition that civilization and the sciences corrupted mankind “while on his way to see his friend Diderot in prison at Vincennes” (Blanning, 2010, p.13). One of Diderot’s biographers writes that “as the years went by, Rousseau and Diderot quarrelled in a spectacular fashion, and Diderot subsequently fell victim to the temptation that it was he who suggested the famous paradox to Rousseau” (Wilson, 1972, p.114).


� If this dangerous hypothesis is tottering presently, it is to experimental physics that such a result is due. It is only in the works of Newton, of Muschenbroek, of Hartzoeker, and of Nieuwentijt, that people have found satisfactory proofs of the existence of an intelligent being


� if the miracles in the physical order reveal the existence of some intelligent [being], the disorders in the moral order destroy all Providence.


� Impose on me silence concerning religion and government, and I will have nothing more to say





� In fact, the articles the most rich in political theory were not from Diderot


� They [i.e. Hobbes and Rousseau] were both extreme. Between the extremes of these two positions, there is perhaps one that is true. 


� All the benefits of human industry are balanced by evils, all natural evils are compensated by good works 


� It is quite difficult to do good metaphysics and proper morality without at the same time being a good anatomist, naturalist, physiologist and physician. 


� If the principle of trunk is too vigorous in relation to the branches, we will find poets, artists, people of imagination, cowards, fanatics, madmen. If it is too weak, we have what we call brutes and wild beasts. If the whole system is weak, soft, without energy, we will find imbeciles. If the system is full of energy, in harmony and well ordered, then the result will be the great thinkers, the philosophers and the sages.  


� What proceeded on the republican government I believe to be completely true; but the democratic government, presupposing the concert of wills, and the concert of wills presupposing that men are assembled in a rather restricted space, means that there can only be small republics


� incompatible with a large state, and with a trading state


� A democratic state is essentially constituted by the concert of wills, which is why a large democratic state is impossible. 


� in all things our real opinion is not the one from which we have never wavered, but the one to which we have most regularly returned


� The propagation of beings is the greatest goal of nature. She solicits the two sexes imperiously in this aim, as soon as they have received what she [nature] designed for them in strength and beauty


� Legislation is the art of giving laws to people. The best legislation is that which is the most simple and which most conforms to nature. Legislation is not about creating laws that are opposed to man’s passions, but, on the contrary, it is about using the passions by applying them to the public and private benefit. In this way, there will be fewer crimes and criminals, and the laws will be reduced to a very small number.


� Diderot’s imprisonment at the prison of Vincennes in 1749 made him acutely aware of the dangers involved in publishing a radical text. Diderot eventually had to retract some of the views he expressed in the Autorité Politique in an erratum that was published in the third volume of the Encyclopédie. In this erratum, Diderot had to temper the revolutionary content of his entry be declaring that sovereignty was a gift from God and not something which belonged to the people. This shows how closely monitored the texts of the Encyclopédie were.


� if there is no liberty whatsoever, there will only be benevolent and malevolent men. But men are because of this lack of liberty not less modifiable in terms of good and bad. Good examples, the right discourse, punishments, rewards, blame, praise, and laws will always have their effect.


� The wicked man should not be punished but destroyed. Charity is a lucky fortune, and not a virtue. But even though the good or wicked man is not free, he is therefore not less modifiable. It is because of this that the wicked man should be destroyed on a public square. 


� It’s my business to heal him, and not to judge him


� a very bad action


� Let me repeat that in order to make it visibly clear to what extent the criteria are met, I have decided to cross out the line if the criterion is not met, to make it cursive if it is only partially met, and to leave it as it is if the criterion is wholly met.


� What preceded on the republican government I believe to be completely true; but the democratic government, presupposing the concert of wills, and the concert of wills presupposing that men are assembled in a rather narrow/restricted space, leads to the fact, so I believe, that there can only be small republics


� It does not suffice to say that the French Revolution explains our contemporary history. It is our contemporary history.
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