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Homo Politicus
Spinoza, Oldenburger, and the Politics of Envy and Friendship

MOGENS LARKE (MFO/IHRIM)

In 1671, writing to Jarig Jelles, Spinoza told about a rare book he recently read, entitled Homo
politicus:

Some time ago one of my friends sent me a little book, titled Homo Politicus, or Political
Man, which I’d previously heard a lot about. I’ve read through it and found it to be the
most harmful book men can devise. The Author’s supreme goods are money and honor.
He organizes his teaching for these ends and shows how to reach them: by rejecting all
religion internally, and externally professing whatever can most serve your
advancement. In addition, you should not be true to anyone, except insofar as it’s to
your advantage. For the rest, he puts the highest value on dissembling, promising
without performing, lying, false oaths, and many other things. When | read this, |
thought about writing a little book indirectly against it, in which | would treat of the
supreme good, and further, to show the anxious and miserable condition of those who
are greedy for money and honor, and finally, by clear reasoning and many examples to
show that Republics which have an insatiable desire for honor and money must
necessarily perish, and that they have [in fact] perished.?

The philosopher, of course, did not write any “little book™ against the work in question. The
Tractatus politicus that Spinoza only began working on some fours year later, does contain
some remarks regarding those he describes as politici, often given as “statesmen” but wisely
translated by Edwin Curley somewhat more broadly as “political practitioners.”? Both those
remarks—as we shall see below—praise the politici for their political realism and practical
knowledge more than they criticise them for their shrewdness or pretence. Moreover, the
contents of the Tractatus politicus generally do not correspond to the table of contents of the
“little book™ Spinoza envisaged. If anything, that table is rather reminiscent of the famous
opening paragraphs of the early Tractatus de intellectus emendatione, with its famous
resolution to seek out the “true good” and invectives against those who seek only “wealth,
honor, and sensual pleasure.”

**k*

But what was it that Spinoza had gotten his hands on? There is no simple answer to this
question. No book entitled Homo politicus figures in the inventory of his library, so he likely
returned the copy he read to the friend who lend it to him the first place.* However, a book with
a similar title is mentioned in a list of “very rare” books found among Spinoza’s papers that
Schuller forwarded to Leibniz in March 1677.° In Schuller’s list the work figures as “Franciscus
Datisii Homo politicus liber rarissimus.” Leibniz notes in the margins of Schuller’s letter that



he has seen a book with that title, but offers no further specification.® I have not found a work
a that kind—indeed any kind of work—Dby anyone of that name, Franciscus Datisius. Attempts
at putting a person to thz name, even when allowing for a spelling error or other deformation
(Dafisius, Dativius, etc.), have not yielded any plausible results. Konraad Oege Meinsma in his
classic 1896 study Spinoza en zijn Kring, asserts that Shuller’s reference is corrupt and that the
book Spinoza had read was the Homo Politicus, hoc est Consiliarius Novus, Officarius &
Aulicus, secundum hodienam praxin published under the pseudonym Pacificus a Lapide.” This
is entirely possible as we shall see shortly, but also entails some complications.

The work published under that pseudonym, Pacifius a Lapide, was in fact written or
edited by the Nurnberg jurist Philipp Andreas Oldenburger (1617-1678). We can reasonably
assume this because he also published a second work under the same pseudonym in 1669, the
Dominus de Monzambano illustratus et restrictus [...] opera et studio Pacifici a Lapide
Germano-Constantiensis, a book concerned with Samuel von Pufendorf ’s 1667 De statu
imperii germanici.® Oldenburger was born in Celle.® He studied with Hermann Conring (1606—
1681) in Helmstedt and later, after touring the German Empire making a (dubious) name for
himself, ended up as a quite popular professor of jurisprudence in Geneva. He died there in
1678. Oldenburger’s bibliography is substantial, but a lot of his work is derivative. His 1668
Rerum Illustrium Imperii Romano-Germanici, for example, draws heavily on the writings of
Conring and Johannes Limnaus (1592-1665).1° Conring himself, however, did not appreciate
the effort of his former student. As he wrote to Leibniz’s benefactor, the Baron von Boineburg,
in 1668: “I have indeed looked at his books but not read them with any care. They are
industrious, but I found in them no good judgment and an equal lack of argumentative skill. |
cringed at the overly crude writing.”!! Oldenburger’s later Thesaurus rerum publicarum totius
orbis quadripertitus'? caused Conring even further irritation because it was falsely attributed to
him. He wrote a short pamphlet against it to set things straight.’® As a writer, however,
Oldenburger acquired his greatest notoriety when, in 1669, he published Ad Justum Sincerum
Epistola politica de Peregrinationibus recte et rite instituendis which contained vivid
depictions of the life and circumstances at the Princely German Courts—their intrigues,
political scheming, love affairs and so on.* The book was everywhere confiscated which only
increased demand and added to Oldenburger’s reputation. The fallout from the work, however,
made it impossible for the author to reside in Germany: anecdote will even have it that one
prince had Oldenburger flogged and forced to eat several sheets of the book as punishment for
having exposed his love life. Among other controversial works, we can also mention
Oldenburger’s 1669 Satyra in Eubulum Theosdatum Sarckmasium,*® a witty but somewhat rude
response to sharp criticism of Oldenburger’s book on Pufendorf formulated by Conrad Samuel
Schurtzfleisch (lat. Sarckmasio) in his short pamphlet Judicia de novissimus prudentia civilis
Scriptoribus ex Parnasso.® Later, in his capacity as professor in Geneva, he also wrote several
ordinary political treatises on the principles of government fit for Christian Emperors and
Princes, such as his 1672 Manuale Principum Christianorum where he sets out to show how
the “supreme law, the primary aim, and, as were, its brightest goal, of Christian princes is the
public honour and security of the kingdom.”*" His Discursus historico-politici de rebus publicis
turbidis in tranquillum statum reducendis also belongs in that category.'® None of these works
compare with the Homo Politicus in audacity.

The Homo Politicus went through several editions and also changed its title slightly
along the way. The first edition | have been able to locate was entitled Homo Politicus hujus
seculi. It was published in 1661 along with a virulent anti-Jesuit work entitled Defensio Pro
Valerio Magno published under the pseudonym Theophilius, which contains a series of
demonstrations in forma to the effect that “the society of Jesus is infested by heresy or
atheism.”*® Contrary to other, later editions, this first known edition includes no author name
or pseudonym. Moreover, and intriguingly, it presented as “with desired additions made to this



second and complete edition [cui nunc supplementum, In prima editio desideratum, altera hac,
& integra accessit],” so apparently this was not the editio princeps. Yet another edition with
the same title from 1662 was bound together with an edition of the notorious 1614 Monita
privata Societatis Jesu by the disgruntled Polish Jesuit Hieronim Zahorowski, a defamatory
anti-Jesuit text that records the alleged techniques of flattery and feigned humility employed by
Jesuits to gain political influence.?° | have not been able to consult a copy of this edition and do
not know if or to what extent it differs from the 1661 edition. We find testimony regarding one
of these early editions in a broadsheet on “machiavellians and monarchomarchs” by Jacob
Thomasius from September 1662 which denounces a recent “hellish” Machiavellian treatise
entitled Homo politicus.?* A few years later, a considerably amended and now annotated edition
was printed with 1664 indicated on the title page (although it may have been available already
some time in 1663, if we are to believe Weller’s 1858 catalogue of Falschen und Fingierte
Druckorte.)??> A second print of the 1664 edition was published in 1665. The 1664/65 version
was put on the index librum prohibitorum on 18 January 1667. Finally, a third and further
emenged edition was published in 1668, once again along with the Monita privata Societatis
Jesu.

It must be understood that Oldenburger’s authorship of all versions and editions of the
Homo politicus is not something that can be affirmed straightforwardly. A work dedicated to
refuting the earlier editions affords us a bit of additional information regarding its possible
provenance. | have in mind here the Politicus sceleratus impugnatis published in 1663 by the
Nuremberg jurist Christoph Peller von Schopperhof (1630-1711).2* In his work, Peller
proposes to refute “a new political compendium published and printed under the title The
Political Man.”?® Peller’s book was very successful and went through three additional editions
in 1665, 1669, and 1698. Now, Peller only identifies the author of the book he is refuting by
the initials “C. R. B. C.,” apparently found in some copies of the work. He does not venture to
identify directly who is behind those initials but indicates some suspicions based on the name
and “public office” of the supposed author.?® Likely he had in mind Christoph Rapp (1566—
1619) (“C. R.”), jurist and Chancellor to the Elector of Brandenburg (“B. C.”). Indeed, the work
has often been—indeed still sometimes is?’—attributed to this Prussian statesman. Is this
simply a mistaken attribution? The 1664 and 1668 editions of the Homo Politicus cite texts
postdating Rapp’s death by several years. The 1661 edition, however, is not annotated and 1
find nothing in it that would necessarily place its writing later than the year of Rapp’s death in
1619. So, it is not impossible that, in 1661, someone who may or may not be Oldenburger
himself, published a version of an older text which Olderburger then in 1664, under the name
Pacificus a Lapide, amended and annotated.?® Nothing proves that the editio princeps or even
the first extant 1661 edition, was written by Oldenburger himself. For all we know, it could
have been Christoph Rapp or someone else with the initials “C. R. B. C.,” or perhaps even the
mysterious Franciscus Datisius mentioned as the author in Spinoza’s list of rare books. The
question remains entirely open.?®

The most important difference between the early 1661 edition and the later 1664 and
1668 editions is that the latter include a wealth of precise references and passages extracted
from other authors. The text thus evolves to become more and more a mosaic of quotations than
an individual or personal text. This new contextual framework is highly eclectic. First,
Oldenburger urges his reader to consult Machiavelli, this “most famous Italian statesman,” and
frequently refers to him.>° He moreover cites the satirist Trajano Boccalini (1556—1613) and
the reading of Machiavilli included in his De Ragguagli di Parnaso.3! Next, Putting to one side
ancient sources—~Plato, Cicero, Plutarch—and very extensive use of Tacitus’ Annales, he draws
examples from a number of contemporary historical works, including Francis Bacon’s 1622
History of the Reign of King Henry VII (1622), Gabriel Barthélemy de Gramond’s Historia
prostratae Ludovico XIII sectariorum in Gallia rebellionis (1623) and Charles Vialart’s



Histoire du ministere d’Armand Jean du Plessis cardinal duc de Richelieu (1649). Among the
jurists and political theorists, he references both Arnold Clapmar’s De arcanis rerum
publicarum libri sex (posth. 1605), the author who as the first introduced the notion of status
rationis in the German context,*? and Jean de Chokier de Surlet—a disciple of Justus Lipsius—
and his 1610 Thesaurus politicorum aphorismorum. Finally, he draws on a group of French
thinkers. Hence, in the 1664/65 edition, he cites at length from Jean de Silhon’s Le Ministre
d’éstat (1633), and the 1668 edition adds to this several sections drawn from Jean Louis Guez
de Balzac’s Socrate Chrétien, Apologie contre le docteur de Louvain, and Aristippe .3 This
edition finally adds a reference to Les Entretiens de monsieur De Voiture, et de Monsieur Costar
(1654), thus including yet another key figure—Vincent Voiture—from the entourage of
Richelieu and the newly established French Academy.

In any case, with all the various editions in circulation, the Homo politicus was perhaps
not quite as rarissime as Spinoza and his list would suggest unless, of course, he had gotten his
hands on the today lost pre-1661 editio princeps. But until additional textual evidence comes
to light, we must resign ourselves to the fact that we do not know which one among the different
versions of the Homo politicus Spinoza read. Moreover, we cannot know whether his reading
included only the text by Oldenburger or also the text by Zaborowski. | have generally consulted
the 1668 edition for the purposes of this paper, but | cannot be certain that this is the appropriate
choice and I will point out a few differences among the different editions along the way. There
is no indication that Spinoza ever set eyes on Peller’s or any other refutation, so if indeed he
had “heard a lot about” the Homo Politicus, this was likely from hear-say and in-person
discussions with friends who had either read the work itself and/or Peller’s refutation.

**k*

But let us put these textual complications to one side and turn to the content of Oldenburger’s
text. One thing that strikes a reader—and especially a reader of the 1668 edition—is its frank
rejection of the Christian religion as vain and useless. Already the second paragraph includes
some very impious passages, such as the following (the parts in brackets are only on the 1668
edition):

And do not listen to the appeal of religion, for it is nothing but coaxing and superstitious
piety, nay, a pure deception that the political man, if he wants to attain his goal, will
take little account of. [Come to think of it, | do not recall who it was that wrote that he
did not believe that one could make a good emperor of a good Christian or that a good
Christian could be a good emperor, but 1 would add that, given the way things are today,
he who wishes to be a good Christian cannot be a good counsellor, a good courtier, or a
good civil servant either. For today religion is nothing but an empty name.]”**

Meinsma quotes this passage in order to illustrate what is was in Oldenburger’s work Spinoza
reacted so strongly to. It is however not particularly well chosen for that purpose, although it
was doubtless the passages like this one that very quickly earned the work its place on the Index
librom prohibitorum. The rejection of Christianity as empty superstition is, however, not what
Spinoza complains about in his letter to Jelles. Rather, it is these two other things: first, the
author’s conception of money and honour as the sole good; second, the deceptive means — lying,
making false promises, breakings oaths, flattery, and so on — that the author recommends to
obtain them. And with regard specifically to religion, what Spinoza deems reproachable is less
the author’s denunciation of religion as the recommendation to reject it internally while still
professing it externally. It is, again, principally the deceptive strategies he condemns.



So let us consider in more detail what the Homo Politicus has to say about the topics
that Spinoza in fact seems to care the most about. Oldenburger’s text is mostly made up of
recommendations regarding how to navigate society and politics to one’s own advantage,
meaning by this anything that will bring money or glory. Indeed, Oldenburger proclaims, “our
political practitioner [politico] should not consider anything profitable to him to be unjust.”®
The advice his provides is entirely practical. For example, he explains if one’s circumstances
are prosperous, in order to deflect the envy and hatred of others, one must enter secret alliances
with others who can tend to your business in your place, or letting other handle your money
while promising them half of what is gained.*® Or he explains how one must be wary of
becoming too intimate with peers, especially inferior ones, because it will only draw
“contempt” and “evil judgement” while bringing none of the “advantage” to which the
“political man should be fully devoted.”*’

Oldenburger’s general calculation that “he who aspires to higher things must pretend
[simulare] not to care for petty ones”*® forms a stark contrast to Spinoza’s aspiration for the
“highest good” in the Tractatus de intellectus emendation, exactly because Oldenburger’s
“higher things” are exactly those Spinoza declare to be “vain”—riches and honour—and which
Oldenburger incidentally considers closely related. For “if some politicus attains the greatest
riches, he may experience the envy of others and a lot of hatred from many and yet still have
the greatest authority and esteem, and quite a few people will seek his friendship and relation.”3®
It is, however, the methods of deception and dissimulation that Spinoza mostly criticizes.
Oldenburger shows little scruples: “I say that one must pretend in all things, and in this imitate
Tiberius who, having both an insidious, and being devoted to his own advantage, always
pretended to want what he did not, and vice versa, to appear indifferent to those whose advice
he desired and almost kind to those he hated; thus his word are generally obscure, suspended,
sometimes perplexing, sometimes dismissive.”*® He also explains how, when dealing with
recalcitrant interlocutors, a prudent man should “appear to possess some secret competence that
others desire” and simulate “particular goodwill” toward them in private conversation. “Except
in words,” however, the political practitioner should not “faithfully perform a service for
anyone that runs counter to his own advantage and honour, or ever disclose what is hidden in
his mind.”*! Similarly, if one “has and an intelligent and cunning peer”” who appears to oppose
one, one should seek to establish a “close relation of friendship” but not sincerely, i.e. not reveal
to him “any of your political secrets” but only “pretend to favour his interest, and feign a great
friendship with many words.”*?

In the 1664 and 1668 editions, much of what Oldenburger says about such pretence and
deception is meditated through the texts he references. So taking a closer look at the specific
authors he draws upon in his discussions of various forms of deception—dissimulation, fraud,
flattery—is very instructive. Perhaps most interesting is Oldenburger’s use of the two French
political writers, Silhon and Guez de Balzac, whose doctrines, as opposed to simply being
referenced, are worked directly into the amended version of the text. In the 1664 edition already,
Oldenburger pulls out a long passage from Jean de Silhon’s 1631 Le Ministre d’estat concerned
with the political maxim according to which “he who does not know how to dissimulate does
not know how to rule”?:

The foundation of this opinion is that even if lying is prohibited, that it is not a dignified
thing for people to do and an ugly outlook to take for one’s behaviour that the outside
should contradict the inside, that the tongue should disagree with the heart, and the word
betray the thought of which it is the image or sign, nonetheless no one is obliged to
always reveal their feelings, to put on display everything that is in their heart, to make
of whoever comes along his confessor and judge. And it is certain that God has advised



us to keep silent to hush up dangerous truths as much as he has given us speech to make
known the necessary ones.**

Later in the Homo Politicus, Oldenburger shall go on to reference Boccalini’s reading of
Machiavelli to state something along the same lines as what Silhon writes here, namely that “it
is more necessary to know when to keep silent than to know when to speak, which fits well
with what the very subtle Italian [student of] the secrets of princes also advanced: “I have
learned,” he says, “that no secretary (politician, a courtier, a counsellor) will do otherwise than
to praise someone who is willing to speak but who knows well when to keep silent.”*> However,
in the immediate context, Oldenburger takes the passage from the Le Ministre d’Etat t0 mean
that “you should not speak rashly in ways that will not please others or be convenient for you;
nor should you persist so much in being truthful that you do not learn to artfully make up things
like a spider for your own advantage and opportunity.”*® And he immediately proceeds to also
reference the view—in the text, attributed to Plato on the authority of Clapmar—that “lying and
deceit should be abundantly used by rulers in order to command subjects more easily.”*’
Oldenburger takes Silhon to advance a view more crude than is warranted by the text by Silhon
himself who was neither a Machiavellian nor a libertine.*® Similar patterns emerge from
Oldenburger’s use of Balzac. The following assertions are accompanied by a reference to the
Balzac’s Apologie contre le docteur de Louvain: “So this is the true political religion; this is
how it should be played today, to believe in one way with the mouth and another with the heart,
as did certain monks in Spain who, after having celebrated mass and taught theology publicly
for twenty years, when their final hour arrived, revealed themselves to have been of the Jewish
faith although of the Christian confession.”*® However, if Balzac does indeed recount this story,
he certainly does not take it to reflect an act of “true political religion,” but instead denounces
the Spanish Jewish monks as “performers and comedians, imitators and charlatans” who “make
a mockery of our devotion”!*

Still, it must be acknowledged that, unless we read Oldenburger’s text between the lines
(and why would a text otherwise so entirely uninhibited suddenly resort to such writing?), there
appears one limit to his embrace of strategies of pretence and deception. He pulls back when it
comes to flattery (adulatio, assentatio), this quintessentially courtly form of deception decried
by classical and renaissance authors alike, from Plutarch to Cicero, Erasmus to Machiavelli:
“In order for your ways to be accepted by others, you should always see to it that you adapt
your speech and gestures to your superiors; that you adapt it to them by feigning and disguising,
lest you fall under a suspicion of flattery, especially among princes.”**He adopts this position
partly on prudential grounds. He thus goes on to recount the story of the ill-advised flattery
(stulta quadam assentatione) of the plebeian Publius Afranius who, in during an illness of
Caligula promised to sacrifice his own life if the emperor if the latter got better, hoping to
receive reward for his devotion, was in fact severely punished when he refused to fulfil his
promise upon the emperors’ recovery. In other words, flattery is a dangerous form of deception
to engage in because it tends to backfire, so one should “avoid flattery as the pest” by (ergo
adulationem ceu pestem fuge).> Still, it is not just in the interests of self-preservation that
Oldenburger discourages flattery, but also on moral grounds:

Today none are more at home or fortunate at the princes’ courts [than flatterers]; these
parasites are permitted to enter, to sit, to speak, food is provided them from the prince’s
tables, their chambers and coffers are open to them; it is established custom that they
may speak of anyone as well or as badly as they wish; in the end, everything they say
or do is welcomed; Princes award them many things. But those upon whom the burden
of government rests, are rarely rewarded for their labours. However, since the rewards
of virtue belong to the deserving, lest you reap the flatterer’s award of disgrace instead



of glory, flatter the Prince with caution. Do not appear like those who soothe the ears of
Princes day and night, who applaud their every word and heap praises upon those whom
they silently detest.>

On this point, at least, Spinoza could not disagree, and it is not insignificant that, in the list of
reproachable forms of deceit that he gives in the letter to Jelles—dissembling, promising
without performing, lying, false oaths—flattery does not appear. Indeed, when Oldenburger
complains that “these parasites are permitted to enter,” that “food is provided them from the
prince’s tables” and that the “coffers are open to them,” this is not so far removed from Spinoza
himself when he counts the flatterers among those “whose supreme well-being consists in
contemplating the money in their coffers and having bloated bellies.”>* They both draw on a
broad tradition for associating the flatterer with a courtly “parasite” and a “sponger” that we
can trace back to Menander, Terence, Lucian, and Cicero, and of course Plutarch’s How to
distinguish a friend from a flatterer that Erasmus appended in Latin translation to his Manual
of the Christian Prince. It is a classical and humanist tradition that Spinoza also appeals to in
the Ethics, when, while exploring the various ramifications of “pride,” he declares having
“omitted the definitions of [flatterers and parasites] because they are too well known.”>®

*k*k

Having now a better sense of the nature and scope of the position developed in the Homo
Politicus, we can now turn to Spinoza and the position he likely wanted to develop in the nevr
written “little book indirectly against it.”

One good place to begin is with the conception of the figure of the politicus—the
“political practitioner”—that we find in the Tractatus politicus. Edwin Curley proposes only
Machiavelli as a model for Spinoza’s understanding of the politicus—the “political
practitioner”®® And the Florentine was certainly an important figure in the background of
Spinoza’s use of the term. It is also a generally positively connoted one, for, as is well known,
Spinoza offers a resolutely republican reading of the Florentine as a “very prudent man” who
clearly “was on the side of freedom, and gave very good advice for protecting it” by showing
“show how much a free multitude should beware of entrusting its well-being absolutely to one
person.”® Still, Machiavelli is clearly not the only figure looming in the background of
Spinoza’s conception of the politicus and the letter to Jelles testifies to the importance of
distinguishing between Machiavelli and Machiavellians in relation to Spinoza.®® In Spinoza’s
Dutch and closely related German context, the figure of the politicus was representative of a
much broader field of political theory, associated not only with the North European reception
of Machiavelli, but also with the legacies of thinkers such as Jean Bodin and Justus Lipsius,
and with the tradition of raison d’état inherited from the broader Italian and French tradition.
His general familiarity with these traditions of court politics can be detected for example in his
remark in the Tractatus politicus about “the devices and shrewd tricks counselors must use”
that are “are too well known.”®® Closer to home, the idea of a politicus was even representative
of a certain lifestyle, a “political way of life” (modus politicus vivendi) as Nicholas Steno later
described the freethinking circles (which included Spinoza) within which he moved during his
student years in Amsterdam and Leiden, as noted by Eric Jorink.®® In both meanings, Spinoza
and his peers were themselves “political practitioners.”®* What matters here, however, is what
kind of practitioners they were. And in this respect, Spinoza was not a libertine but a moderate
one, entirely committed to putting the practice of politics in the service of established higher
ethical and political ideals, and to curb the use of political cunning in accordance with those
ideals. Hence, the models of political counsel he develops in the Tractatus politicus, chapter
VII on Monarchy, are clearly devised so as to allow for a monarch to benefit from the “devices



and shrewd tricks” of political practitioners while trying to mitigate the harmful effects of their
necessary self-interest, given that that “for their own protection they are obliged to shrewd
rather than loyal.”®? This is why, for example, Spinoza prescribes terms of no more than four
years for such counsellors, and also recommends large councils where the various interests of
the members cancel each other out.

What Spinoza does not do, however, is condemn political prudence or shrewdness as
such. Quite to the contrary, he clearly acknowledges that there “can’t be any doubt that Political
Practitioners [politicos] have written much more successfully about Political affairs than
Philosophers have. Since they’ve had experience as their teacher, they’ve taught nothing remote
from practice.”® And while he warns, for example, that “this has always been the song they
sing who covet absolute rule for themselves: that it is altogether to the state’s advantage that its
affairs be conducted in secret,”®* he also acknowledges “that silence is often useful to the state
no one can deny.”®® What results from this argumentative wavering is a complicated
relationship to political deception that Spinoza attempts to navigate terminologically by putting
“deception” and “flattery” to one side and “caution” and “accommodation” to the other.
Certainly, Spinoza strongly rejects the “flattering priests” of the late Hebrew Republic—easily
recognizable as similar to the leaders of the Dutch Reformed Church—in terms not unlike to
those of Cicero’s critique of the “wily and covert flatterer” who is “not very easily recognized,
since he often assents by opposing, plays the game of disputing in a smooth, caressing way.”®
They are also “the worst hypocrites” who persecute “distinguished for their integrity” under the
“deceptive appearance of religion.”®” Nonetheless, in the Tractatus de intellectus emendatione,
he states as a “rule of living” that one must “speak according to the capacities of ordinary
people” in order to ascertain that they “give a favorable hearing to the truth.”®® And he also
acknowledges that “the more we have observed and the better we know the customs and
character of men ... the more cautiously we will be able to live among them and the better we
will be able to accommodate our actions and lives to their mentality, as much as reason
allows.”®® Spinoza, hwoever, mostly presents such caution and accommodation as strategies
ultimately deployed as much for the sake of others as for the sake of oneself. For example, in
the Tractatus theologico-politicus he argues that “if someone wants to teach a doctrine to a
whole nation ... and wants everyone to understand him in every respect, he is bound ... for the
most part to accommodate his arguments and the definitions of his teaching to the capacities of
ordinary people.”’® This explains at least partly why, in a note intended for a never published
second edition of the work, he stresses that not all deception is equally reproachable: “In the
civil state, where there is a common law which decides what is good and what is evil, we rightly
distinguish between a good and an evil intent to deceive [recte dolus distinguitur in bonum et
malum].”"* Everything depends on whether practical shrewdness of the politicus is deployed
for the sake of himself alone or in the service of society as a whole.

Accordingly, Spinoza positions himself as follows. Before the establishment of the state,
natural right in itself in no way prohibits the use of deception for the same of one’s own
advantage: “By natural right each person can act deceptively, and is bound to stand by the
contract only by the hope of a greater good or the fear of a greater evil.” 2 By contrast, in a
society not regulated law but by reason alone, all would recognise the disadvantage to all of
using it: “if all men could easily be led just by the guidance of reason ... there would be no one
who would not absolutely detest deceptions.”’® Moreover, he stresses, even in state governed
by laws and founded in obedience rather than reason, should be no room for political fraud: “to
establish the state so that there’s no place for fraud, ... this is the task, this is our concern.”’
Indeed, “good faith” is “especially necessary in a Republic” and one must avoid at all cost that
“abominable flattery and treachery [is] encouraged.”” However, the advancement of the
common good by a man guided by reason within a society regulated by law does not prohibit
the use of “deception with good intent” (dolus bonus). Those latter strategies are those Spinoza



generally gather under the heading of “accommodation,” as a kind of well-intended and nobler
form of manipulation. Presumably, if Spinoza saw fault with the author of the Homo Politicus,
it was not necessarily because of him promoting dissimulation and deception as it was
promoting the wrong kind of deception, caginess rather than caution, manipulation rather than
accommodation, dolus malus rather than dolus bonus.

*k*k

So what does Spinoza offer as the alternative to the self-interested strategies of the libertine
political practitioner? According to him, what driving motive could a politicus have that would
make him interact with others with “integrity” (integro animo) and “good faith” (fides) rather
than “deceive with evil intent” (dolus malus)? What driving motive sets some strategies of
dissimulation and deception (accommodatio, dolus bonus) apart from others (fraus, deceptio,
dolus malus). After all, is Spinoza’s own Ethics not itself entirely predicated on the notion that
no one will ever do by his own accord what they do not perceive to be to their own advantage?
Spinoza shall offer an answer which is revealing of a deeper humanist heritage of his position.
He continues his letter to Jelles:

How much better and more excellent the thoughts of Thales of Miletus were than those
of this Author will be evident from the following reasoning. All things, he said, are
common among friends; the wise are friends of the gods; therefore, all things belong to
the wise. In this way this very wise man made himself the richest of all, more by nobly
scorning wealth than by greedily pursuing it.”

The key to Spinoza’s position lies in the proverb: All things are common among friends. As
Curley points out, the attribution of the saying to Thales of Miletus is mistaken but its proverbial
status not in question. Indeed, it figures very prominently as the very first among Erasmus’s
Adages.”” And Erasmus, for his part, points to a number of sources of the proverb, including
Socrates, Euripides, Terence, Plato, Aristotle, Martial, and Plutarch, and agrees with Cicero,
Diogenes Laertius, and Aulus Gellius in pointing to Pythagoras as the original source.’
Spinoza, for his part, was likely not particularly concerned with the exact ancient source of this
common saying. After all, proverbs draw much of their appeal and truth value from the fact that
they belong to no author in particular but are commonly shared and circulated.’® Still, the widely
known Erasmian account of the adage is, | think, what most clearly resonates in Spinoza’s
appeal to it. For, in the Adages, Erasmus paradigmatically voices a common North European
humanist reception of shared classical tradition that is also present everywhere in Spinoza’s
writings. 8

Now, according to Erasmus, “not only was Pythagoras the author of this saying, but he
also instituted a kind of sharing of life and property in this way, the very thing Christ wants to
happen among Christians. For all those who were admitted by Pythagoras into that well-known
band who followed his instruction would give to the common fund whatever money and family
property they possessed.’®! Friendship first implies assuming ownership of things in common.
There is however a kind of reflexive double-sidedness to this notion which considerably
strengthens its community-building qualities. For not only do friends have property in common
but friends also in a sense take each other’s friends to be common property. To that effect,
Erasmus cites an intriguing phrase from Plutarch: : “An elegant remark of Theophrastus is
quoted in Plutarch, in the little essay entitled ‘On Brotherly Love’: ‘If friend’s possessions are
in common, then friends’ friends still more should be in common too’.”% If friends have
property in common, then by the same token and by even greater reason, friends also have
friends in common—a reasoning which implies that friendship itself can be construed as a



sublimated form of mutual ownership or belonging with an inbuilt mechanism of expansion,
with relations of common property and mutual friendship expanding like rings in the water.

The fundamental generator of such relations, or what motives the sharing of property
and friends, is the recognition of mutual similitude or likeness among men. This we learn from
Erasmus’s subsequent discussion of the proverb Simile gaudet simili—“like rejoices in like”.8
For, as he says, “similarity is the mother of good will, and links people together by habit and
way of life” and “similarity is the mother of affection.”® It is finally, one could suggest, via
this mechanism of similitude that Erasmus’s first adage on friendship, which turns on common
property, is closely related to the second, which turns on mutual recognition and sense of self:
Amicus alter ipse, i.e. “A friend is another self.”® Friendship is a form of self-ownership via
other people, mediated by similitude: in having a friend who is like or similar to myself, | take
ownership of myself through her.

In Erasmus, these various affective mechanisms are mostly justified by reference to a
common classical tradition, but in terms of content they are practically all mirrored in Spinoza’s
geometrical, demonstrative accounts of interpersonal relations in parts 111 and IV of the Ethics.
For Spinoza, “it is especially useful to men to form associations, to bind themselves by those
bonds most apt to make one people of them, and absolutely, to do those things which serve to
strengthen friendships.”®® And, in this context, he stresses in in particular the community-
building effects of the so-called “imitation of affects.” The imitatio affectuum refers to the fact
that “if we imagine a thing like us, toward which we have had no affect to be affected with
some affect, we are thereby affected with a like affect.”® Its basic forms are “pity” and
“emulation,” understood as “the desire for a thing which is generated in us from the fact that
we imagine others like us to have the same desire.”®® This theory is sometimes seen as an
original trait of Spinoza’s theory of the passions that sets him apart from both Hobbes and
Descartes in particular.® But which I think it also brings him very close to Erasmus’s
understanding of friendship as based in the recognition of similitude among human beings.

In Erasmus, the recognition of likeness among people can, however, refer to both virtue
and vice: “‘We say that like is a friend to like as far as virtue is concerned, and equal to equal.’
But the adage can rightly be transferred also to those who are linked by a likeness in vice.”
Moreover, it can generate not only friendship among men with common vices but also vicious
communities among men tied to each other not in friendship but in mutual envy and hatred.
This is what transpires from Erasmus’s discussion of the adage Figulus figolo invidet, fabro—
“Potter envies potter and smith envies smith,”®? which is exactly described as the principle of
“mutual envy,” especially when he describes two contrasting reactions to similarity—joy and
envy—giving rise to “two kinds of emulation, one useful and honourable for mankind, the other
nasty and pernicious.”%

Similarly, in Spinoza, the imitation of affects produces among men a desire for a
common object, such desire can produce both unity or conflict depending on the nature of the
object. As Spinoza explains to Blijenbergh, nothing creates unity more than a common love of
truth, “for I believe that of things outside our power we can love none tranquilly, except such
people. Because the love they bear to one another is based on the love each has for knowledge
of the truth, so that “nothing but truth can completely unite different opinions and minds.”%® If
friendship based on the common knowledge of truth is superior, it is first of all because
knowledge—and knowledge of virtue in particular—can be equally shared as a whole and
therefore does not generate envy.* Contrary to other kinds of property—the TTP addresses the
question in relation to land property in the Hebrew Republic for example the management of
which sometimes produced separation and sometimes unity®®>—knowledge you transmit to
another deprives you of nothing of what you have, or vice versa: “the greatest good of those
who seek virtue is common to all, and can be enjoyed by all equally.”®® This explains how it is



possible that “the good which everyone who seeks virtue wants for himself, he also desires for
other men.”%’

By contrast, in communities based on the possession of property that cannot be owned
equally by all, such as land or money, or that value affective relations to others that are similarly
grounded in inequality, such as honour, admiration, or glory, contrariety and disunity will
eventually follow, for “if someone imagines that a thing he loves is united with another by as
close, or by a closer, bond of friendship than that with which he himself, alone, possessed the
thing, he will be affected with hate toward the thing he loves, and will envy the other.” In this
case, the imitation of affects operates as an engine of disunity.

We should here dwell a moment invidia or envy. For this is, in the final analysis, the
defining affect in the sphere of libertine political practice within which the homo politicus
moves.*® As Spinoza writes in the Tractatus politicus, in a passage clearly alluding to the
Machiavellian politicus: “I say nothing about the devices and shrewd tricks counselors must
use to prevent their being sacrificed to envy.... For their own protection they are obliged to be
shrewd, rather than loyal.”% Envy is the dominant affect with which the political counsellor
finds himself confronted at the court, and the effects of which he must navigate to evade. This
is indeed also what Olderburger’s text clearly illustrates. Many of the “political man” strategies
are devoted exactly to obtain riches and honour while avoiding jealousy and envy, through
deception and dissimulation, secrecy and use of middle men, and so on. And here we are
perhaps at the very root of Spinoza’s visceral dislike of the Homo politicus, and what decisively
places the homo politicus’s deception in the category of dolus malus. For no worse affect than
envy exists for Spinoza. ! Envy is “evil.”1%2 It leaves “no room for reason,”'%® and leads directly
to “wickedness.”*%Already according to the Korte Verhandeling, envy belongs among the “evil
passions” which form “the real hell itself.”'% This understanding of envy as the worst of all
evils has a long classical pedigree, from Euripides, Menander, Galen, and, of course, Plutarch
who “consider[s] ... hatred and envy to be the same, since their aim is the contrary to that of
friendship.”% But it also has a systematic, deductive foundation in Spinoza’s understanding of
the affects. Grounded in emulation, i.e. in the imitation of affects, envy stems from “a desire
for a thing which is generated in us from the fact that we imagine others like us to have the
same desire.”2%” But this desire gives rise to envy rather than friendship because of the nature
of the desired object. It stems from the perception that the desired goods, be it things or other
people, is a zero sum game, or the idea—at the exact opposite of the common sharing of the
true good of knowledge among friends—that whatever is worthwhile having, be it land, money,
honour, or glory, cannot be equally shared but only be possessed at the exclusion or diminution
of its possession by others.

*k%k

Above, I have explored the philosophy behind Spinoza’s opposition to Oldenburger in terms of
two kinds of political practice, fundamentally governed by two opposing affects, namely, a
politics of envy and a politics of friendship. While Spinoza’s geometrical treatment of these
affects is highly original, the opposition itself is perfectly commonplace and testifies to the
humanist heritage in Spinoza’s Ethics.!® The first is oriented toward perceived goods that
cannot be attained without division or inequality (such as money and honour); the second
toward the “true good” that can be equally shared in full and without division (such as
knowledge and virtue). In Spinoza, both envy and friendship are moreover inseparable from the
principle of imitatio affectum, and thus from the recognition of mutual likeness among people,
a recognition of common interests. But they pull in opposite directions, both socially and
politically. Envy operates within society as force making those with privileges hold on to them
jealously, concentrating them on ever fewer hands. Envy, in effect, explains why “democratic



states are transformed into aristocracies, and aristocracies, in the end, into monarchies.”*% This
is the kind of political power Spinoza recognizes in Oldenburger’s treatise: the envy and jealous
preservation of personal privileges that drives the political practice of the Homo politicus
operates as a fundamentally anti-democratic affect. Friendship, by contrast, works as expansive
force of knowledge exchange and community building because “the good which man wants for
himself and loves, he will love more constantly if he sees that others love it. So he will strive
to have the others love the same thing. And because this good is common to all and all can
enjoy it, he will therefore (by the same reason) strive that all may enjoy it.”**° In chapter 111 of
the TTP, Spinoza offers a long passage that summarizes the affective economy behind this
opposition between a politics of friendship and a politics of envy:

The true happiness and blessedness of each person consists only in the enjoyment of the
good, and not in a self-esteem [gloria] founded on the fact that he alone enjoys the good,
all others being excluded from it. For whoever views himself as more blessed because
things are well with him, but not with others, or because he is more blessed and more
fortunate than others, does not know true happiness and blessedness. The joy he derives
from that comparison comes from envy and a bad heart [ex invidio, & malo animo]—if
it isn’t mere childishness. For example, the true happiness and blessedness of man
consists only in wisdom and in knowledge of the truth, not at all in the fact that he is
wiser than others, or that others lack true knowledge. For their ignorance does not
increase his wisdom at all, i.e., his true happiness. So someone who rejoices for that
reason rejoices because of an evil occurring to someone else. He is envious and evil
[invidus est, & malus], failing to know either true wisdom or the peace of true life.!

Spinoza was in both theory and practice what the Dutch described as a politicus—a pragmatic
political philosopher not at all opposed to the kind of statecraft associated with Machiavelli, but
also a man of a liberal mentality invested in the political life of the Republic.!'? But his letter
on Oldenburger to Jelles displays virulent opposition to the kind of cynical statecraft that the
Homo politicus exemplifies, and his commitment, grounded in humanist ideals, to a political
practice that “contributes to social life, insofar as it teaches us to hate no one, to disesteem no
one, to mock no one, to be angry at no one, to envy no one.”*3
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