Spinoza, a precursor of dialectical materialism
By Lucifer

On November 24, 1932, the 300th anniversary of Spinoza's birth was celebrated. Spinoza was one
of the greatest thinkers and boldest pioneers in liberating humanity from religious and clerical
superstition. If the rising proletariat is capable of raising and appropriating the deepest cultural
treasures of the past and assimilating and developing all the great achievements of humanity into
a unified worldview of dialectical materialism, then this applies to no philosophy more than to
Spinozism. However, Spinozism's historical fate shows the same process as almost every ideology
that fights ruthlessly against existing tradition, drawing its strength from its radical, revolutionary
core. First, it is hated to death by the prevailing opinion of the ruling class. Then, it is gradually
robbed of its true core, smoothed over by compromises, made palatable by additions, and swal-
lowed with a sweet or sour expression. This was also the fate of the core component of Spinozist
doctrine: materialism. It was "transformed" into idealistic monism, whereby the outer shell of Spi-
noza's ideas was retained—the eggshells of traditional opinions he had not yet discarded. This feat
was reserved for the established, reactionary bourgeois philosophy of the 19th and 20th centuries,
though some social democratic "critics" were involved as well. Consequently, Spinoza is now
praised by bourgeois philosophers who condemn materialism as hell's worst creation. Even the
obscurantists, Jesuits, and rabbis who once hired assassins to kill the philosopher are joining this
chorus.

Spinoza was a child of his time. He was sixteen years old when the Peace of Westphalia (also
known as the Peace of Miinster) was concluded in 1648. This treaty not only ended the Thirty
Years' War in Germany, which left the country devastated and set its historical development back
a hundred years, but it also ended the Dutch revolt against the Spanish monarchy—the Eighty
Years' War, as the Dutch call it. This war, which was both a national uprising and a revolution,
occurred at the borderline between feudal and bourgeois revolutions. It produced very different
results than the Thirty Years' War in Germany. It led Holland to the peak of its economic and
political development. It was not until the end of the 16th or beginning of the 17th century that the
Netherlands truly had to fight for its existence. The rest of the war was something else entirely. It
was a key part of the original capitalist accumulation in the Netherlands. Like a voracious predator,
the small Netherlands tore apart the mighty Spanish monarchy. They cut off one piece of its colo-
nies and colonial trade after another. They engaged in piracy on a grand scale. They targeted the
silver ships that carried American silver and gold from the Spanish mines back to their homeland.
At the same time, they supplied Spain with the necessary manufactured goods that Spain was
unable to produce itself. Thus, they also channeled Spanish gold and silver treasures into their
country by this gentler means. The second part of the Dutch revolt was mainly a colonial and trade
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war against Spain, resulting in enormous accumulation of money for Holland. This was the heyday
of the Netherlands as a model capitalist country, with the near-complete elimination of the feudal
system and the rule of a commercial bourgeoisie oriented toward democracy and republicanism.
At that time, Germany was in the depths of feudalism. Spinoza's philosophy was only possible on
this material basis. Otherwise, he would have suffered the same fate as many heretics who were
burned at the stake.

Baruch de Spinoza was born in Amsterdam in 1633. He came from a Jewish family that had emi-
grated to the Netherlands from Portugal due to religious persecution. On July 27, 1656, the 26-
year-old was expelled from the synagogue and excommunicated from the Jewish religion, receiv-
ing a gruesome curse for his free thinking. According to the decision of the elders, "we banish,
expel, reject, and curse the apostate; the wrath of the Lord will be kindled against this man, and
all the curses written in the Book of the Law will be cast upon him." Spinoza was cursed because
he had "lost the faith of his fathers" and did not observe religious ceremonies. From then on, he
called himself Benedict Spinoza and did not join any other religious community. He was thus the
"first religionless European.” All attempts to bind him to the Jewish community, even with the
promise of money, failed. A hired assassin drew his dagger against Spinoza, but the fatal blow
failed. For Spinoza, life as a refugee now began in earnest. Persecuted and expelled from Amster-
dam, he lived illegally in various Dutch cities. He found only temporary shelter among workers,
craftsmen, and sailors. He learned glass grinding and earned a modest living this way. However,
inhaling glass dust soon ruined his lungs, and he died prematurely of tuberculosis. In 1670, Spino-
za's magnum opus, a presentation of Descartes's philosophy, was published: Theological-Political
Treatise. It was soon banned and circulated illegally far beyond the borders of the Netherlands.
His famous work Ethics could not find a printer and was only published after Spinoza's death. In
1673, Spinoza declined an appointment at the University of Heidelberg. Elector Ludwig of the
Palatinate, supposedly a "free thinker," offered him a professorship at the newly founded univer-
sity. However, despite "freedom of teaching," he was not permitted to speak out against religion.
Spinoza proudly declined the offer, stating: "He did not know what limits to keep within when
philosophizing so as not to appear as if he wanted to overthrow the established public religion."
He remained a glass grinder, renouncing fame and official recognition. He died in great poverty
on February 21, 1677, at the age of 45.

Spinoza undoubtedly had nothing to do with idealistic "transfiguration," as evidenced by his ac-
tivities during his lifetime and the subsequent struggle of the 18th-century bourgeoisie against
clericalism. In fact, a common thread of steady progress leads from his "pantheism" to the French
materialists and encyclopedists and on to Feuerbach. This culminates in the completion of all pre-
vious materialism: Marxism. In this sense, Plekhanov rightly spoke of the "Spinozism of Marx and
Engels," convincingly explaining to the Bernsteinians—who failed to understand this—that dia-
lectical materialism is merely a "type of Spinozism" in that, after the consolidation achieved by
the French materialists and Feuerbach, its true essence found its highest "development" in Marx-
ism.
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The latest materialism is of great interest to the proletariat because it is precisely this line of de-
velopment that will allow them to understand the true core of Spinozism, despite the great diffi-
culties of his system of thought. In this context, Feuerbach's critique of Spinoza is significant. The
greatest representative of pre-Marxist materialism in Germany—who is, for this very reason, ig-
nored by official bourgeois philosophy—summarizes the shortcomings that still cling to Spinoza's
philosophy in two powerful sentences. He states, "Spinoza's pantheism is theological materialism,
a negation of theology on the basis of theology," characterizing the form of Spinoza's thought that
his bourgeois supporters have used to label him an idealist. They did not want to see the material-
istic flaw behind it. However, this is the main point of Spinozism, which Feuerbach expresses as
follows: "What Spinoza logically or metaphysically calls substance and theologically calls God
is, when viewed in the light of day, nothing other than nature." Indeed, nature is "the big picture,”
as later materialists proclaimed Spinoza to be the "substance,"” the essence of all things and their
cause. This strictly denies any "external creator” holding the world together and moving it. This
expresses materialism itself, as the unity of the world is an internal, self-founded unity, and all
supernatural hauntings are banished.

Spinoza attributes an infinite number of essential, necessary manifestations to his "substance,” or
the universe. He explicitly names extension and thought as such manifestations, of which humans
become aware. Here, nature presents itself to us from within and from without, offering two sides
of a unified whole. Conceptually, this expresses that everything that exists is spatial, i.e., material.
Therefore, there is no doubt that Spinoza's substance must be conceived as material—that is, ma-
terialism. The French materialists, who polemicized against the theological shell of Spinozism
while adopting its basic content, needed to take only one more step: shifting the tone from "sub-
stance" to "matter.” Feuerbach criticized Spinoza for "giving the sensual, anti-theological essence
of nature the appearance of an abstract, metaphysical essence.”" However, he only partially cap-
tured Spinozism in the fixed forms of natural and social existence. Spinozism could only achieve
wholeness after dialectics were introduced, whereby the abstract substance, which in Spinoza had
to solidify into an abstract "God or nature” because of his conception of equilibrium, was com-
pletely naturalized and deprived of its heavenly foundation. Metaphysics haunts places where there
are rigid beings and entities.

We will not go into further detail here about the basic tenets of Spinoza's philosophy. Our goal
was to trace the evolution of materialist thought from the author of Ethics and Political-Theological
Treatise to Marxism. In doing so, we aimed to demonstrate that the essence of Spinozism belongs
to the revolutionary proletariat despite the "transfiguration" of semi-official bourgeois science.
Clearly, Spinoza is "the Moses of the newest freethinkers and materialists” (Feuerbach). The pre-
sent-day proletariat, the revolutionary working class, has a deeper and more justified right to count
Spinoza as one of their own than today's bourgeois classes do. The revolutionary and forward-
looking ideas of Spinoza that made his work significant in the history of human thought have been
passed on to today's working class.
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Notes

For the study of Spinoza, we recommend:

Thalheimer - Deborin: “Spinoza's Position in the Prehistory of Dialectical Materialism,” which
contains an excellent description of class relations in the Netherlands during Spinoza's time in the
first part, Spinoza's worldview in the second part, and Spinoza's influence on classical German
literature in the third part. (Publisher: Literatur und Politik Wien-Berlin, bound, RM 2.70)

We also recommend (from the same publisher) Engels: “Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Clas-
sical German Philosophy,” (bound, RM 2.25) and Plekhanov: “Fundamental Problems of Marx-
ism” (ibid., bound, RM 2.70).

A good introduction to Spinoza's worldview is: 1. Stern: “Die Philosophie Spinozas” (The Philos-
ophy of Spinoza), (Verlag Dietz, Stuttgart, published before the war and now only available
secondhand).

The following works by Spinoza have been published in inexpensive Reclam editions: “Eth-
ics” (Rm. 1.75), “The Political Treatise” (Rm. 0.70), “Treatise on the Perfection of the
Mind” (Rm. 0.35).

The above-mentioned literature is available from the “Buchhandlung fiir Arbeiterliteratur”
(Bookstore for Workers' Literature) Berlin S.0.36. Kopenickerstr. 136.

Foreign words

Pantheism is the doctrine that nature, the universe, is God and recognizes no other God, or in
other words, the view that God and nature are identical, i.e., God is seen in all things.

Metaphysicians are advocates of a supernatural worldview, i.e., opponents of dialectics.
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