Introduction

Spinozism: A Source of Enthusiasm

In _&pril 2008, Le Monde published an interview with Jean-Luc
Marion in which the phﬂosopher and soon-to-be-elected member of the
Académie frangaise discussed the enduring fascination with Benedict de
Spinoza (1632—77) in modern intellectual life." For Marion, Spinozism’s
capacity to accommodate a host of positions is its main source of appeal.
Reflecting on Henri Bergson's remark that every philosopher in truth has
two philo&ophies, Spinoza’s and his own, Marion observes:

One can just as easily become a convinced Spinozist (or a firm opponent) with
a materialist and atheistic interpretation of the Ethics as with a mystical-religious
one. A viralist interpreration works just as well as a logicist one, a scientific and
modern interpreration just as well as one that makes it Neoplatonist, Jewish, or
even Christian. You start to suspect that Spinozism accompanies the philosophy
of each philosopher precisely because it is not a philosophy itself but an ideologi-
cal complement to all, the refuge of faith for nonbelievers.

Marion is struck thara phi[osophical system committed to exposing “our
irrepressible need for ideology” can nourish so many ideological abuses.
“Tt is above all the Etbics,” he says, “in its ahistorical extmterritoria[iry, its
splendic[ abstraction and its unbridled ambition, that fascinates us because
it poses the question of the power and limits of phi[osophy itself.” Bur
Marion wonders whether going to such extremes does not end up reveal-
ing philosophy’s limits as an enterprise. “Spfnoza can disappoint his reader
because he leaves him suspecting that philosoph}r doesn’t have the means
for its own ambition. Bur he d.elights the thinker because he keeps intact
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all of his ambitions for phiiosophy, even the imprudent ones.” In the end,
Spiﬂo«zism posits a transgressive role for rational thought, “an irrational be-
lief in reason” that makes phiiosoph}r itself an object of quasi—rheoiogicai
affirmation. “Whence the perverse impression that we must believe in the
Ethics, and that if we don't, then the Ethics itself will expiain which mental
disorder is preventing us from cioing s0.”

Marion’s discussion of Spinoza was consistent with the other inter-
views that appeared under the rubric “Le Monde des phiiosophes” in the
newspaper’s book section throughout 2008. In each instance, the appar-
ent idea was to have a contemporary phiiosopher speak onh a canonical ﬁg—
ure with whom he or she had, if not an antagonistic relationship, at the
very least a fraught or conflicted one. For example, André Glucksmann,
the author of a series of antitotalitarian polemics in the 1970s, had been
asked to discuss Plato, a conversation that found its counterpoint the next
month when the arch-Platonist Alain Badiou set his sights on Aristotle.”
The editorial decision to solicit Marion’s views on Spinoza was particularly
inspired, not simpi}' because Marion has iong been rec,ognized as France’s
ieaci.ing expert on Descartes, a familiar target of Spinoz.istic criticisms, but
also because of his status as arguabiy the preeminent iiving inheritor of the
phenomenological tradition in France.” Le Monde's choice was serendipi-
tous for this book as well, since it resulted in an interview that clarified its
core thesis at a time when it was still very much a work in progress. In their
eieganr simpiiciry, Marion’s comments not oniy manifested a set of irrec-
oncilable differences between phenomenoiogy and Spinozism; ti‘lE’}' also
made clear that those differences resulted from a fundamental ciisagree—
ment about the value of rationalism as a phiiosophicai ethos.

By insisting on Spinozisnfs core iiabiiiry’ as one of transgression, a
failure to respect the limits of rational thoughr, Marion lent his remarks
a striking historical resonance. Despite their casual cieii\'ery, his censures
recapitulated those Immanuel Kant leveled against Spinozism in the pages
of the Berlinische Monatsschrift in 1786. Responding to suggestions that his
own phiiosc-phy would lead, like Spinozism, to the ruin of mc-raiity, Kant
insisted that whereas Spiﬂoza claimed to possess kﬂowiecige of “.superseﬂ—
sible objects,” such as God, “the C'n'n"gue compieteiy ciips dogmatism’s
1.'»'i1'1gs.”'i For Kant, the value of the “rational faith” on offer in his phiioso-
pi’ly was that it did not mistake itself for i{nowiecige, a value that was es-
peciaiiy clear when counterpoised to Spinoza’s demonstrative insistence on



Spinozism 3

the role of determinant necessity throughout existence. Agaiﬂst Spino'z.a’s
rationalist conviction, rational faith in God, the source of momiity, was a
matter of presupposition, not demonstration. With its claims about God
armnged in the manner of a geometricai prc-of, Spinoza’s phiiosophy re-
sulted in an enthusiasm or Schw@rmerei of reason to rival if not exceed the
fanaticism of reiigious zealots.”

Kant's Critique quffrf Reason, in name and principle, led to a de-
cisive shift in European intellectual history, a “Copernican Revolution”
in his famous phrase, whereby reason itself became the object of critique
rather than the unprobiematic source of metaphysicai specuiation or em-
piricai inquiry. The critique of reason assumed many guises in the nine-
teenth century, from Marx’s historicc-apc-iiricai apprc-ach to Darwin's
naturalism on to Nietzsche’s “transvaluation of all values.” It was oniy with
the poiiticai catastrophes of the twentieth century, however, that the phiio—
sophicai rejection of rationalism acquired a new ethical and poiiticai force.
Faced with Nazism, Stalinism, and imperiaiism, any historical confidence
in reason’s beneficent role seemed mispiaced. Whats more, the critique of
rationalism spanned the left and right of the poiiticai spectrum, from Max
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment to Michael
Oakeshott’s Rationalisin in Politics. In all cases, an overweening confidence
in reason and its capacity to divine some truth about the world, or to
introduce some true order into the world, seemed to verify Kant’s con-
cerns abour Spinozistic Schwdrmerei and its deleterious moral and poiiti-
cal effects.

In France, the main vehicle for the critique of reason was the recep-
tion and reworking of German phenomenology over a period of decades,
from the existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre to the deconstruction of Jacques
Derrida. Consequenriy, when France's ieaciing phenomenoiogisr reiterates
the critique of Spinozism in the pages of Le Monde, he evokes something
more than Kants foundational concerns. His comments are also reflec-
tive of the manner in which Spinozism and phenomenoiog}f came to be
regarded as antagonistic approaches to philosophy in France. Over the
past decade, a series Dfmajor studies has established pheﬂomeﬂoiogy’s cru-
cial role in the innovations of twentieth-century French thought, placing
particuiar emphasis on the impact of Martin Heiciegger’s existential and
ontological reconfiguration of Edmund Husserl’s transcendental phenom-
enoiog}r. Much of this hist-or],r has focused on how phenomenoiogy was re-
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shaped—or indeed deconstructed—by a French engagement that sought
to demuple the method from the nefarious imp[ications ofHeidegger’s in-
dulgence in Nazism in order to salvage it as the basis for a contemporary
philosophical ethos and ethics.” This book is a history of a countervailing
strand of development in which a series of French thinkers sought to sal-
vage rationalist philosophy from its phenomenological denigration by re-
conﬁguring it in Spinozist terms. In their view, the travesties of modern
life were not instances of rationalism run amok; rhey were instead con-
sequent upon a dearth of rationalism, to the proﬁt of myth. For the Spi-
nozists discussed in this book, phenomenology was likewise a stimulus to
rhoughr: a negative stimulus.

Louis Althusser dEP[O}J’EC[ military metaphors often and would no
doubt have recognized that this book secks to intervene on two fronts.
First, it participates in the resurgence of interest in Spinc-za’s philosoph}r in
contemporary scholarship, a diverse enthusiasm that runs from Jonathan
Israel’s promotion of Spfnoza as the theoretical progenitor of democratic
moderniry to various “new materialisms” that find in Spinoza’s meraphysics
the resources for an emancipatory po[itics of affect.” Second, the narrative
that follows aims to deve[op a fuller picture of twentieth—century French
intellectual history, one that builds on the scholarship that has established
the reception of phenomenology as the main arc in the story.

In addition to highlighring the central role of philmoph}g one fur-
ther consequence of this recent work has been to confirm what has long
been recognized, if not explicitly thematized: “French Theory” is best re-
garded as a transatlantic if not global entity rather than a French one.
In other words, the hisrc-ry of French Thec-ry is a history that took place
mainly outside France’s borders in a variety of cultural and disciplinary
contexts in the Anglophone world.? What this means is that the history
of French Theory is not stricrly commensurable with the histc-ry of phi[o-
sophical and theorerical deve[opments that were later disseminated under
that name. In this regard, the emphasis on the local reception ofphenome—
nology in France has yielded a more accurate historical picture of this body
of rhoughr in its original formulation, insofar as we understand historical
accuracy here to mean cc-rrelaring as closely as possible to what the subjecrs
in question understood themselves to be doing. It is often remarked, for



Spinozism 5§

example, that the French make no distinction berween structuralism and
poststructuraiism, the former term alone SllH:lCiﬂg to name a gamut of crit-
ical interrogations of phiiosophy and the human sciences that dominated
French intellectual life in the 1960s and, to an extent, into the 1970s.” In
the American history of French Theory, the famous 1966 Johns Hopkins
sympaosium “The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man,” which
included presentations from such luminaries as Jacques Lacan and Roland
Barthes, began as an episode in the reception of structuralism and ended
with the advent of poststmctura.iism.m The turning point occurred when
Derrida presented his famous deconstruction of the elements of “play” in
Claude Lévi-Strauss’s otherwise austere formalism. Events such as this es-
tablished the initial terms of inreliigibiiiry for Derrida abroad, presenting
him as a thinker concerned mainly with the vicissitudes of structuralist po-
etics.!’ Recent work has made clear, however, at least until the next wave
of revisionism, that Derrida is best understood as a philosopher, one re-
sponciing to the cha.ilenges inherent in the phenomenoiogicai e1'11:erprise.Iz

None of this is to rieny that there was something called “structural-
ism” in France or that it unified a variety of theoretical projects. But the
picture of the 1960s as a moment when structuralism burst onto the scene
to render existentialism obsolete, oni}' to be replaced in turn by a post-
structuralism in which ieadiﬂg ﬁgures of existentialism—Nietzsche and
Heidegger chief among them—reemerged in a more theoretically sophis-
ticated light is too crassly Hegelian in its form to be satisfactory. Much as
recent work has established the roots of deconstruction in a ionger Story
of phenomenoiogy’s reception, this book provides a different view of the
geﬂeaiogy of structuralism ]:)y fbcusing on the rationalist resistance to phe—
nomenology that reached its pinnacle in the 1960s with the philosophi-
cal projects of Louis Althusser and Gilles Deleuze. To be sure, the postwar
introduction of iinguistic formalism into the human sciences, from an-
thropology to psychoanai}rsis, was a transformative moment in twentieth-
century French thought. But one of the main implications of this book is
that this formalism acqu.ired the purchase it did because it resonated with
the insights of a rationalism rooted in the initial French response to phe—
nomenoiogy in the interwar years.'j

Here, some preliminary questions insist: Isn’t France’s native son
René Descartes typically regarded as the father of modern rationalism?
And did Paul Ricoeur not identify a “latent rationalism” as “one of the
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fundamental springs of Husserl's thcu,tght?”"i In a sense, this book uses
“rationalism” as a term of art, although it joins others in emphasizing the
extent to which strucruralism as a diverse theorerical phenomenon was
groundec[ in a more basic phﬂosophical rationalism, the lineaments of
which are begfmﬂng to come into view."” As an investment in rational-
ism as an ethos—understood as a commitment to the capacity of reason,
however it is conceived, to supervene on the spontaneous insighrs of lived
experience—becomes a more clear[y discernible trait of modern French
thought, developing a fuller and more nuanced account of that rational-
ism becomes a more urgent task.

The traits that distinguish Spinozist rationalism from Cartesian ra-
tionalism are of special importance to what follows; an ongoing debate
about the distinction is in fact one of the central threads of the story. For
Husserl certainly did consider his phenomenology to be a new kind of ra-
tionalism, and he readil}' claimed Descartes’ patronage by naming the lec-
tures in which he intrroduced phenomeno[ogy to a French audience the
“Cartesian Meditations.” But Husserl’s choice of title also indirectly points
to the sigﬂfﬁcance of Spinozism. For phenomeﬂology was quick_[y assimi-
lated to a Cartesian framework in France, which meant that it became a
matter of fc-cusing on the phenomenc-n of subjectivity and a subjecr’s en-
counter with, or embeddedness in, the world. A Spinozist rationalism, by
contrast, refused the notion of a “subject”—the cogito of Descartes’ im-
mortal phrase “I think therefore I am” (mgira ergo sim)—as the starting
point for phi[osc-phy. Ricoeur helps us specify our terms here as well in
his description of Lévi-Strauss's structuralism as a “Kantianism without a
transcendental subject.”'f' The demotion of the su]:)ject to a consequence
of other, more fundamental forces, rather than a founding instance, is one
of the unifying themes of postwar French rhc-ught, COmMmMon to projects as
disparate as Althusser’s Marxism and Levinas’s ethics. At issue is whether
those anterior processes of forces are in prindple amenable to a rational
elucidation, however abstract or incomplete. A Spinozist thinks they are.

The specific ways in which Spinoza’s rationalism came to be re-
garded as an antidote to phenomenology is the stuff of what follows. It
should be noted, however, that readers seeking a comprehensive account
of twentieth-century French Spinoza scholarship—there must be a few—
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will appreciate that such is not the aim of this inquiry. Like any canonical
ﬁgure, Spino'z.a has garnered a more or less continuous stream of attention
since the institutionalization of academic philosophy in the late modern
period, and twentieth-century France is no exception to a trend that spans
multiple national cultures. Key figures include Sylvain Zac and Robert
Misrahi, both of whom pub[ished important assessments in the postwar
period that focused on Spinoza’s moral and religic-us writings, precisely
those aspects of his thought overlooked in the reception that is the focus
here.'” And while Léon Brunschvfcg, a towering ﬁgure of Third Repub—
lic philosophy, plays an important role in what follows, his contemporary
Victor Delbos, who authored two major studies ofSpinom, receives no at-
tention.'® The most striking absence to readers familiar with the field will
be Alexandre Matheron, whose book lndividu et communauté chez Spinoza
is often cited a[ongside Gueroult and Deleuze’s major studies as help'lng to
usher in a “Spinoza Renaissance” in France at the end of the 1960s."”

The issue of genre partly explains these omissions. With the possible
exception of Martial Gueroult, none of the authors covered in this book
could be J:'eg'arded as “Spinoza specia[ists.” Rather, they are thinkers for
whom aspects of Spinoza’s thought played an instrumental role in their
own projects. Beyond the specialists, however, it will also be noted that
there is no engagement with the works of Etienne Balibar, Pierre Macherey,
or Antonio Negri, the ITralian Marxist whose writings on Spinoza came to
form a core component of contemporary French Spinozism.m The ratio-
nale for neglecting these important Egures is ar once historical and theo-
retical. In the first place, it’s true that, fo[lowing upon the open secret of
Spinoza’s importance to Althusser and his students, the near-simultaneous
publication of Gueroult, Matheron, and Deleuze’s studies helpec[ bring
about an efHorescence of political engagements with Spinoza’s thought
that persists in France to this day.:] The intensity of this shift alone marks it
as the begfnnfng of a separate story, a[though the sheer volume of scholar-
ship it has generated would also make writing an intelligible history of this
contemporary perioc[ very difficult. More important is the genuine trans-
formation in the content OFSpinDzism that accompanies this turn and that
points to the substantive reasons for terminating the inquiry at this point.
For it is only after 1968 that Spinoza’s political writings and the later sec-
tions of the Ethics, containing his writings on affect and emotion, beg,in
to merit wider attention in France. Zac’s works notwithstanding, prior to
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1968 Spinoza is a rationalist metaphysician and epistemologist. The rele-
vant texts of his corpus are the first two books of the Ethics, containing his
foundational metaphysics of substance and his rheory of the mind or soul,
and his incomp[ete early writing, the Treatise on the Emendation qf‘ the In-
tellect, a popu[ar text for French phﬂosophy exams due to its inmmplete
nature and its status as a foil to Descartes’ Disconrse on Method.

To be sure, Spin-::rza’s other writings begin to geta hearing largely be-
cause of the success with which Althusser and Deleuze reestablished his
philosophical importance. But the tools that Althusser and Deleuze used
to do this were inherited from a previous generation of thinkers who first
used Spino‘za’s rationalism to combar the influence of phenomeno[ogy in
philosophy of science and the history of philosophy as a discipline. Begin-
ning with the foundational work of Jean Cavailles, the first three chapters
tell the story of how and why Spinozism came to be seenasa privileged in-
tellecrual resource for demonstra‘eing the nomina[ly “irrationalist” tenden-
cies of phenomenolog}c Specialists in early modern metaphysics may be
familiar with Ferdinand Alqui¢ and Martial Gueroult as authors of semi-
nal works on Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, and Malebranche. And although
Cavaillés is beginning to procure an I'ntrepid readership keen to under-
stand the role p[ayed by the phﬂosophy of mathematics in recent French
thought, his student Jean-Toussaint Desanti has garnered scarcely any at-
tention beyond the 1'1e3mg-::on.'TZ By and [arge, these philosophers remain un-
known quantities to an Anglophone audience. Consequently, the chapters
that detail the uses of Spiﬂozism in their thought also serve as more genera[
introductions to their ideas and projects.

The second part of the book looks at the ways that two very famil-
iar thinkers, Althusser and Deleuze, deepened and began to develop the
broader implicatioﬂs of this work. In this regard, their efforts form the
hinge that connects the history recounted in this book with contemporary
Spinozism. Burt their efforts were not the same effort, and the discrepan-
cies between the transformations they wrought in Spinozism have had last-
ing effects.

With Althusser, we witness the ne p[us ultra of a rationalist resis-
tance to phenomenology. To be sure, Marxism serves as the terrain on
which Althusser will draw his line in the sand, but the substance of his
argument is consonant with variants of Spiﬂmist rationalism deve[oped
elsewhere by Cavailles and Gueroult. Where their concerns were, for lack
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of a better word, academic, in Althusser’s intransigence we find a ratio-
nalist critique of any political thought grounded in phenomenology, an
intransigence shaped and politicized to a degree by the negative example
of Desanti, an underappreciated ﬁgure in the cie\'eiopment of Althusser’s
thougilt. In breaking with various precedents internal to French Marxism,
Althusser’s intransigence paves the way to the theoretical exhaustion of
Marxism asa positive poiiticai piatform, to the extent thar it offers no con-
structive, much less programmatic, guiciance for a transformative poiiticai
agenda. As an alibi for his bravura, Althusser liked to cite Lenin’s remark
that when a stick has become warped, sometimes excessive force is required
to straighten it out.™ [ want to suggest that, in appiying this force, he
broke the stick. Bur given that the stick in question was an eschatoiogicai
Marxism, the results were eminentiy saiutary. For if it was mainijyr a series
of historical events that steered French intellectuals away from Marxism
into various “PDS'E‘MED{ISHIS,”M it was Althusser’s theoretical project that
brokered a signiﬁcant rewori{ing of Marxism among intellecruals reluctant
to jettison the Marxist tradition aitogether—not just ti‘lE!DI‘E!tiCEli_i}' but po-
iiticaiiy. In other words, if Althusser’s Marxism was a “failure,” it was a gio—
rious one. Phiiosopi‘licaiiy robust, it ushered in a variety of projects, acting
as an inspiration in some cases and a provocation in others.”

With Deleuze, the story is different. Whereas Althusser endowed
Spinozism with a political valence that was thoroughly negative and an-
tiprogrammatic, Deleuze funcian'ientaiiy transformed the phiiosophicai
meaning of Spinozism in the French context and, more than any other
thinker, ushered in the vitalist Spino‘z.a—the Spinoza of affect—that has
become the dominant Spinoza in the humanities todﬂy. Deleuze’s piace at
the end of this inquiry is thus not simply a consequence of chronology.
Rather, if the guiding thread of this book concerns an antagonism between
Spinozism and phenomenoiogy, the ultimate signiﬁcan::e of Deleuze is
that his metaphysics achieves a synthesis—a disjunctive synthesis, in his
vernacular—that finally brings these strands together. Indeed, Deleuze's
phiiosophicai project in the 1960s, which culminates in his major work
D;ﬁ"r}rence and Repetition, is PJ:'E!Ci.SEi}' to de\'eiop a post—Heideggerian ratio-
nalism that does not simpiy evade Heidegger’s critique of metaphysies but
accounts for Heidegger's ontology in turn. The resultant system purports to
describe a scenario that is more fundamental than Heidegger’s fundamen-
tal Dntoiogy, the “groundiess ground” ofSpinozan Substance. In Foucault's
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oft-cited discussion of an opposition between phiiosophies of consdous-
ness and of the cohcept in twentieth—::eﬂtut‘y French thought—an opposi-
tion first conceived by Cavailles and later glossed by Elisabeth Roudinesco
as Cartesians versus Spinozists—he also suggests his generation saw as its
task to overcome this opposition.zf' We also know that elsewhere Foucault
remarked, in a f:awniﬂg if no doubt jocuiar vein, that LLpethaps one day the
century will be known as Deleuzian."* If it was Deleuzian, its phiiosophi-
cal content lay in this reconciliation. This Explains, too, why the Spinozism
recounted in this book bears a critical relation to contemporary Spinozism.
Grounded as much of it is in Deleuze’s thought, Spinozism today contains
elements of the very Heideggerianism that was targeted by the Spinozists
ofa previous gener;ﬁ:ion.33

Ma.i{ing this case, which goes against a pt‘evaient notion that De-
leuze is opposed to Heidegger when he is not simply indifferent to him,
requires an extensive engagement with the details of Deleuze’s phiiosophi-
cal arguments, just as it requires attention to the care with which Spino-
za’s earlier partisans developed their uses of his thought. It might be justly
wondered, if Heidegger is an important condition for Deleuze’s thought,
then why does he not number among the heroes of Deleuze’s counterhis-
tory of phiiosophy, one that runs from Duns Scotus, via Spinoza, Hume,
and Nietzsche on to Bergson? Here context is key. For even if Deleuze felt
“biud_geoned to death” by the history of philosophy as an academic insti-
tution,” the questions and concerns he brought to these unsung heroes
were shaped by his quintessentially French philosophical education and
the same shock wave of phenomenoiogy that gaivanized the rest of his gen-
eration. To put it biuntiy, Deleuzes countet‘histot‘y of phiiosoph}r is some-
thing of a red herring, and his own remarks about the acts of ventriioquism
that informed his writings in the history of phiiosophy are perhaps best
taken with less salt than his colorful descriptions of phiiosophicai “bug—
gery’ might otherwise suggest. It could be that reading Deleuze in this way
somehow compromises his singuiarity. But this seems a small price to pay
to emphasize his exempiariry. By focusing on Deleuze’s meraphysics, and
tai{ing set'iousiy his own lack of compunction in ciesc.ribing what he does as
metaphysics, this book contributes to a growing appreciation for the sub-
stance, ambition, and c[epth of Deleuze’s phiimophy. To be sure, the uC:tp-
italism and Schizophrenia” project that he coauthored with Félix Guattari
remains an important moment in French poiiticai thought, one that con-
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tinues to pay dividends in a variety of projects. But as Guattari becomes in-
creasingly regarded as the main political force in the pairing, the one who
gave political teeth to a rneraphysica.l rethinlting of power and desire in
dispersed interpersonal terms, Deleuze is acquiring a hearing as a philoso-
pher whose commitment to abstraction is regarded less as a lia]:)ility than a
source of theoretical fecundity far beyond the political fortunes of “desiring
machines” and nomadic “lines of ﬂighr.”

As for Althusser, to decoupie, even for heuristic purposes, his phiL
osophical thought from his political agenda—a move that runs contrary
to some of his own pronouncements on the matter—requires a sustained
inquiry into his arguments if it is to be justified. If Althusser’s philoso-
phy is irreducible to his Communist commitments, it must be demon-
strably so. But such a case is plausible only in light of the renewed hearing
that Althusser is receiving today. Indeed, if a reception shift is discern-
ible in estimations of Deleuze, with Althusser the shift is even more dra-
matic. Mu[tiple reasons account for this change, not least the outpouring
of publications from his archive that yield a fuller picture of his intellec-
tual project and its deveioprnent. The continued importance of the work
of his students and collaborators—from Badiou to Balibar—also elevates
Althusser’s status. The irony is that as Althusser becomes a more histori-
cal ﬁgure, his rhought becomes more relevant. It also becomes amenable
to a more sober assessment, for arguably no other thinker in recent French
thought has been as controversial as Althusser. First is the defining tragedy
of his personai life: the murder of his wife, Héléne Legotien, during a psy-
chotic episode in the autumn of 1980, an event that Althusser describes in
harrowing detail in his memoir, The Future Lasts Forever. The second factor
was his continued allegiance to the French Communist Party (PCF) at a
time when its project seemed bankrupt and the deference to Soviet apo[o-
getics that his membership implied struck many as unconscionable. Add-
ing insult to injury was the fact that just as Eastern Furopean dissidents
were invoking the language of humanism and various other themes of the
“early Marx” for their cause, Althusser was targeting humanism as the phiL
osophical enemy. Charges of Althusser’s “Stalinism”™ are reflective of this
context for his reception in the Anglophone world, a context shaped both
by a more general notion of “Western Marxism” opposed to the Leninist
legacy and a dissidence movement that sought to put paid to the travesty

of “rea.l[y existing socialism.™"
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Historical distance has tempered this assessment of Althusser in myr-
iad ways. It has become clear that, if hostile reactions abroad to Althusser’s
antihumanism are inte[ligible only in light of the local vicissitudes of a
more general crisis of Marxism in the 1960s and 1970s, the gestation of
Althusser’s ideas on the subject are intelligible only in light of the specific
and admitted_ly insular context in which I:he],r developed: the space of post-
war French philosophy and the internecine quarrels of French party pol-
itics. Recent work has focused on the internal debates of the PCF thar
shaped Althussers interventions, and editors of Althusser’s posthumous
publications have helpfully situated these writings and others in the con-
text of various institutions of French philosophy.i' Ar the summir of these
developments is Warren Montag’s remarkable Althusser and His Contempo-
raries, which has set a new standard of interpretation for Althusser’s worl.
Montag’s title suggests the point: Althusser makes sense and remains rel-
evant only in light of a contextual determination of his thoughr, one that
plaees it alongside other tendencies and deve[opmenrs in French philoso-
phy. Althusser’s Spinozl'sm is no exception in this reg'ard.

As for the ca[amity of Althusser’s personal life, no amount of hand-
wringing or schadenfreude would suffice to establish a re[arionship be-
tween this event and Althusser’s philosc-phy. Althusser’s [ifelc-ng struggle
with manic depression is a matter of record, and the facts of the event
and its aftermath, which resulted in no trial and Althusser’s beiﬂg com-
mitted to a mental hospita[ for an extensive period, are not disputed. ‘The
ana[ysis of Althusser’s though‘c in this book presumes no relation berween
his ideas and this traged}r, which raises the question of why it is impor-
tant to bring something up oﬂly to insist that is irrelevant. First, and most
basically, the endnotes did not seem an appropriate place to speak about
Hélene Legotiens death. But if the event is not relevant to the contents of
Althusser’s thought, it is certainly relevant to the vagaries of its reception.
Given that Althusser’s reception h'lstotj,r is embroiled with his personal bi-
c-graphy, in a way that is not the case, for example, with twenrieth-century
receptions of Spinoza, the key factors of that biography are all relevant for
ma.king sense of the initial reception and consequend}r for the different re-
ception that Althusser is getting today. That he killed his wife is typically
the first or second biographica[ fact that new readers learn about him and
fades in relevance for making sense of his thought and commitment to
Marxism alongside other biographica[ factors, for emmple, his upbring—
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ing in Algeria, his experiences as a foot soldier and prisoner of war, and
the partfcular& of his position as a student and later instructor at the Ecole
Normale Supérieure.

These biographica[ factors are certain]y germane to unc[ersranding
the origins of Althusser’s politica[ commitments and theoretical invest-
ments. But there is a difference between undersmnding ideas and under-
smnding where they came from, however much the one may illuminate
the other. This distinction is operative in this book and leads on to one
final rationale for its method and structure, and for its focus on phﬂosoph—
ical argument.

Like many discip]ines, intellectual histc-ry thrives on internal debates
about its methodo[ogy. That said, it is easi[y observed that methods tend
to become incoherent the moment they become articulated as such. While
this book has some “contextualist” elements—contextualist in the dual
sense thar it considers both how thinkers worked with inherited discourses
and how they were responsive to institutional and political pressures (in-
cluding the pressures of “academic politics”:l'%z—the arguments it pursues
are basically “internalist,” in the sense that the real drama of this history
takes p[ace in the theoretical efforts of the Spinozists in question. This
means talc_ing arguments seriously as arguments, irrespective of the osten-
sible purposes for which the}r may have been initiated or fashioned.

Not c,oincfdeﬂrally, this kind of internalism, which insists that phi[—
osophical arguments have an integrity and transmissibility that are irre-
ducible to their context, biographical motives, or strategic purposes, also
has its own Spinozist imprimatur, for few philosophers in the canon are as
ahistorical as Spinoza. Indeed, this was Hegel’s fundamental grief against
Spinoza, whose most poinred injunction was to see things “under the as-
pect of eternity.” Writing the intellectual history of Spinozism thus results
in a dilemma. The dilemma is not so much that historiciziﬂg Spino‘z.a’s
ideas necessarily betrays them, for there are many ways to historicize. One
way, the one Jc-narhan Israel has pursued in his gargantuan hisrc-ry of the
Radical Eﬂlighrenment, is to take Spinoza’s word as gc-spe[ and to cata-
logue its dissemination. Another way is to regard Spinoza’s ideas as exem-
plary of a recurrent challenge to orthodoxy, one that needs to be either
resisted or endorsed wherever it arises.™ Still another is to treat Spinozism
as a kind of ﬂoaring signiﬁer that serves as a vehicle for various ideo[ogica[
commitments. The more sophisticated versions of this approach—such as
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the one Marion flirts with—ground this pliability in Spinoza’s ostensibly
monistic metaphysics; if everythiﬂg is in everything else, then Spinozism
can mean anyrhing—because it all means the same rhing in the end.

‘This book takes its subjects’ phiiosophicai engagement with Spinoza
very seriousiy. In fact, it considers this engagement to be the substance
of the histor}r in question. The phiiosophers under consideration here
spent the lion's share of their professionai lives thinking, so to write the his-
tory of what they were doing is to write the history of their thinking. This
requires using the available means of the historical record—correspon—
dence, institutional data, private hotes, and pu]:)iic performances—but it
means focusing mainiy on the texts in which their ideas took form and
were expressed. But to take this ti‘lini{ing seric-usiy also requires that it be
approached sympathetically rather than skeptically or, to put it even more
emphaticaiiy, enti‘u,tsiasticaiijyr rather than suspic.iousiy. It means tak_ing se-
riou.siy a conviction shared b}' all the protagonists of this volume—thart in
the end phiiosophicai arguments are regarded as persuasive not because
they seem useful but because they seem right.

Here, however, we aiigilt on the driving tension of the narrative:
the desire nevertheless to derive something useful from a phiiosophy that
seems to be correct. For with the exception of the dispute between A_iquié
and Gueroult, which serves as a kind of abstract distillation of the phiio-
sophicai disagreement at the heart of the STOTY, each valorization of Spi-
nozist rationalism is accompanied by a problematic attempt to generate a
poiiti::s out of this rationalism. In the case of Cavaillés, the effort to derive
a politics is not his own but that of his theoretical inheritors. With Desanti,
it is more properiy speai{ing the srruggie between Spinozism and phenom-
enology that plays a role in his shifting political convictions. Althusser’s ef-
fort has been noted, but in reg'ard to Deleuze, suffice it to say that, prior to
his collaboration with Guattari, the poiiticai impiications of his arguments
were by and iarge held in a]::-eyance or o]::-scureiy encoded in his arguments.
Taken together, what these episodes suggest is that using Spino'z.ism to
identii"],r the troubiing poiiticai consequences of phenomenoiogy—which
are deemed to be cc-nsequentiai to its phiiosophicai inconsistencies—
winds up producing no positive alternative of its own. The consequence
of this follows in an almost syllogistic way. If Spinozism is regarded by
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these thinkers as the most compelling rationalism available, and if it gen-
erates no poiitics, it suggests thata compeliing rationalism is not equipped
to generate a politics. What it is Especiaiiy well equipped to do, evidently,
is to reveal the problems that result from any effort to derive a politics
froma phiiosophy, especialiy but not exciusiveiy, when that phiiosoph}' isa
phenomenoiogica.i ontology. Continental phiiosoph}' has been bridled for
several generations by efforts to comprehend how such a gripping phiios-
ophy—Heidegger’s—could be complicit with such troubling ends. Shield-
ing the insights of Heidegger’s thought from political instrumentalization
has consequenti}r become something of an imperative.;’i Yet when it comes
to Spim::rzism, it is evicientiy unnecessary to shield phiiosc-phy from its po-
litical instrumentalization; the phiiosoph}' does it for us.

This claim must seem bizarre in iight of the proiif'emtion of Spi—
nozisms today, with their variously liberal and emancipatory inflections.
It seems to be a lesson one can draw from the philosophical efforts re-
counted in this book all the same. To argue that Spinoza’s rationalism—
his metaphysics and epistemoiogy as they were understood in this speciﬁc
context—entails no poiitics is not to suggest that Spinoza did not write
many cogent things about poiitics. His pc-iiticai treatises are rightiy acquir-
ing the piace in the i'listory of poiitica.i thought they deserve.” Bur it is to
suggest that Spitha’s phiiosophy can be used to undermine the preten-
sions of any mode of political thought that seeks a metaphysical founda-
tion—even if that metaphysics is Spinoza’s. Such a formulation no doubt
tests the boundaries between the paradoxica.i and the obnoxious, and there
is little to be gained in attempting to justify it in advance. Kant shunned
Spiﬂo«zism because it “leads CiiI‘ECtiy to enthusiasm.” Consequentiy, his
critique erected roadblocks to a concept of reason that “transgresses all
boundaries” in search of a shortcut to the absolute. It is ironic, then, that
the hist-:)I'jyr of Spinozism suggests the virtues of a more circuitous route.
Perhaps this is what Spinoza himself meant when, f'oliowiﬂg upon scores
of definitions, axioms, and digressions, he concluded his Ethics with the
proposition that “beatitude is not the reward of virtue, but virtue itself.™"



