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Spinoza is the most famous philosopher 

of the Netherlands: he belongs to a small

group of philosophers who changed the

course of western thinking. 

Benedictus de Spinoza was born in

Amsterdam in 1632 as Baruch d’Espinoza,

the son of Jewish parents who had fled

from Portugal. He died in The Hague in

1677 of a lung disease. Spinoza lived a

quite frugal life and to earn his keep he

ground lenses for glasses and microscopes.

His illness was probably aggravated by 

the dust he inhaled in this work. 

Spinoza’s nickname was “Bento”,

which means the same in Portuguese as

Baruch in Hebrew and Benedictus in

Latin: “the blessed”. Spinoza learned

Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish and Hebrew

and later wrote in Latin. After his reli-

gious training, in 1656 he came into con-

flict with the Amsterdam Jewish commu-

nity. Probably not because he was critical

of orthodox beliefs, but rather because he

did not want to conform outwardly to the

strict orthodox rules and requirements.

Although in comparison with sur-

rounding countries the Republic was 

tolerant and dealt patiently with criticism,

Spinoza still had to be careful. He pub-

lished a lot of his works under a pseudo-

nym – or not at all. His major work, the

Ethica, was only published after his death. 

In the “disaster year” of 1672, the

atmosphere became increasingly turbulent

and the De Witt brothers were lynched by

an Orangist mob without any interference

from the authorities. This shocked Spinoza

so deeply that he wanted to take a 

placard to the spot bearing the text 

ultimi barbarorum (‘you are the greatest 

of all barbarians’). His landlord and friend

stopped him and in so doing probably

saved his life.

In his book Tractatus theologico-politicus

Spinoza gave the initial impetus to a 

free-thinking interpretation of the Bible.
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In the Tractatus politicus he spoke up for

democracy and pointed out the enormous

importance of freedom of expression. 

The Ethica (in full the Ethica Ordine

Geometrico Demonstrata), Spinoza’s master-

work, was meant to teach people how

they could lessen their suffering. This was

not philosophy for its own sake, because

the book had a practical objective: to

teach people to see that God is part of

Creation, that everything that exists is a

manifestation of God – including human

beings. In order to come to this clear 

realisation it was of the utmost importance

to be independent and free of intense 

passions. Spinoza lived his beliefs: his

arguments were always presented calmly,

were well-considered and reasonable. He

did not ever allow himself to be provoked.

The Ethica appears to be structured

like a geometric system. Spinoza uses 

definitions, axioms and propositions: in

this way he tries to approach matters

objectively despite the turbulence of the

times. Throughout history many readers

have complained that this makes the book

very difficult to read. But then Spinoza

has the last word, because the final sen-

tence of the Ethica says: “All noble things

are as difficult as they are rare.” 161


