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Abstract
This paper presents a critical analysis of the concept of democracy in Spinoza’s political philosophy, 
emphasizing the dialectic of operation of democratic collectivity and the role of the multitude. 
It juxtaposes Antonio Negri’s radical democratic interpretation of Spinoza with Spinoza’s own 
detailed exposition in the Tractatus Politicus. This exploration confronts the exclusionary and 
discriminatory argumentation within Spinoza’s framework, especially concerning women and 
other marginalized groups, questioning the absoluteness of a democratic state. The democratic 
operation is reconceptualized as a continually dialectical process encompassing inclusion, 
exclusion, and the negotiation of citizenship, with the multitude as the ambivalent agent of 
collective power. The paper thus proposes a nuanced understanding of democracy in Spinoza’s 
thought, characterized by the continuous redefinition of its limits and potential, suggesting that 
democracy’s essence and operation lies in the multitude’s capacity for self-constitution and the 
perpetual re-negotiation of power structures.
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AGAINST THE GRAIN OF NEGRI’S RADICAL DEMOCRATIC VISION

The radical democratic aspect of Spinoza’s political theory has captivated the 
European post-Marxist Spinoza readership since the philosopher’s resurgence 
in the 1960s. The most notable proponent of such a reading was Antonio Negri, 
who offered an interpretation of democracy in tandem with the notion of the 
constituent power of the multitude (multitudo). In Negri’s framework, sovereignty, 
the constituted power, is seen as suppressing the constituent power inherent 
in the multitude. He sharply contrasts the vibrant, concrete power (potentia) 
of the multitude with the authorized power (potestas) of the sovereign. These 
concepts underpin his Spinoza studies, such as The Savage Anomaly (1982) and 
Subversive Spinoza (2004), and extend to the globally influential trilogy Empire 
(2001), Multitude (2004), and Commonwealth (2009), co-authored with Michael 
Hardt. While Hobbes is depicted as an advocate for irresistible authority (potestas), 
Spinoza is presented as a defender of the unrestrained multitude and its inherent 
power (potentia), particularly manifested in spontaneous mass movements 
challenging the established order of sovereignty. The uprisings and resistances of 
the multitude underscore the innate power of such movements. This power, as a 
tangible and productive force, is intrinsically oriented towards equality and liberty. 
In this sense, even democratic governments are not immune to challenge—for 
they, too, embody constituted power, not the constituent power that lies at the 
very foundation of every state and is primarily expressed in social movements. It is 
the constituent power of the multitude that animates the political community and 
provides the operational foundation, epitomizing the very essence of “democracy.” 
In contrast, the constituted power of the state, while necessary, is but a formal 
legalistic embodiment of the multitude’s dynamic participation. In Subversive 
Spinoza, Negri articulates this notion of radical democracy succinctly:

The relationship between Power [potestas] and power [potentia] is completely overturned: 
only power [potentia], by constituting itself, only the power of the many [potentia 
multitudinis], by making itself collective constitution, can found a Power [potestas]. In 
this framework, Power [potestas] is not seen as a substance, but rather as the product 
of a process aimed at collective constitution, a process that is always reopened by the 
power of the multitudo. Being is presented here as inexhaustible foundation and as total 
opening. (15)

However, interpreting the Tractatus Politicus as fundamentally endorsing radical 
democracy and social movements invites skepticism upon examining its final 
chapter, chapter 11, which addresses the democratic state. Here we find a tone 
markedly different from what Negri proposes. This chapter is primarily focused 
on the institutionalized exclusion of certain groups who are not “under their own 
right (sui juris)”—specifically women, servants, children, and minors, as well as 
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foreigners who are subject to the laws of another country (Tractatus Politicus, 
ch. 11, par. 3). Spinoza himself mandates this exclusion, positing it as necessary to 
preserve the democratic constitution.

From what we said in xi, 2, it’s evident that we can conceive different kinds of Democratic 
state. I don’t plan to discuss each one, but only one in which absolutely everyone who is 
bound only by the laws of his native land, and who is, furthermore, his own master and 
lives honorably, has the right to vote in the supreme Council and to stand for political 
offices. I say, explicitly, who is bound only by the laws of his native land, to exclude 
foreigners, who are counted as under someone else’s control. I added, furthermore, that 
apart from the fact that they are bound by the laws of the state, in other things they are 
their own masters, to exclude women and servants, who are under the power of their 
husbands and masters, and also children and pupils, so long as they are under the power 
of their parents and tutors. Finally, I said, and who live honorably, to exclude especially 
those who are disgraced on account of a crime or some shameful kind of life. (Tractatus 
Politicus ch. 11, par. 3)

The issue extends beyond legal definitions of democratic sovereignty (“constituted 
power”), as the last sentences believed to have been penned by Spinoza before 
his demise (Tractatus Politicus ch. 11, par. 4) provide a detailed rationale for why 
women are “by nature” unfit for governance and therefore should be excluded 
from political participation. If a half or a greater portion of the multitude is 
systematically disenfranchised, excluded from the constituent power by inherent 
disempowerment and from the constituted power by denial of political rights, then 
we must question the true operation of a democratic community: How can such a 
collective function democratically? 

Additionally, the interpretation of Spinoza’s work as advocating for resistance 
encounters another hurdle with his noticeable valuation of obedience:  

“[O]bedience is a constant will to do what by law is good and what the common 
decree says ought to be done” (Tractatus Politicus ch. 2, par. 19). Although revolts 
by the multitude could be viewed as a manifestation of their innate power, Spinoza 
nowhere endorses revolts or revolutions. Instead, he perceives obedience to state 
laws as the true embodiment of the multitude’s reasonable constituent power. In 
contrast to Negri’s view, Sandra Field claims that Spinoza is not an unambiguous 
radical democrat but rather maintains elements of rational absolutism. She rightly 
contends that the multitude’s unity depends on institutions to restrain and channel 
its passions, not their originary equality (“Democracy and the Multitude” 22). In 
her book Potentia, Field further argues against Negri’s celebration of the power of 
the masses, stating that the power of the masses, or of the multitudo, can only be 
expressed through a state that is under its own right (sui juris). She contends that 
political disturbances and unrest prevent the state from remaining under its own 
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right (235–64). In his Masses, Classes, Ideas, Balibar captures Spinoza’s ambivalent 
attitudes towards the multitude through the expression “the fear of the masses.” 
On one hand, the masses instill fear in reckless tyrants who dare to incite their 
anger. On the other hand, the masses themselves are also gripped by fear, and they 
may be at their most terrifying when they are afraid (Ethics, Part IV, proposition 
54, scholium). Balibar argues that “it is the natural conditions of the civitas, of the 
constitution of a people in and by the state (since there is no ‘people’ outside of the 
state) that imply the tendency to civil war” (14). 

This prompts us to reflect on the radical democratic aspect of Spinoza’s political 
philosophy, which presents a contrast to Negri’s interpretation. In my view, within 
Spinoza’s framework, the relationship between constituent power and constituted 
power is not inherently antagonistic. Constituent power itself is not immune 
to corruption and weakness, as depicted in Spinoza’s writings, particularly in 
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus. Similarly, constituted power is not necessarily akin 
to Hobbesian notions of sovereignty. In fact, in Spinoza’s thought, these two forms 
of power are interrelated rather than separate. Only under specific circumstances 
do they manifest distinctly and antagonistically—as the tyrannical authority of the 
state on one hand and as the power of a rebellious multitude on the other hand. 
As Celikates points out, the collapse of state structures and the conversion of the 
populace into a riotous mob are merely two facets of the same predicament (51). 
Given these insights, from Spinoza’s viewpoint, how should we then conceptualize 
the operation of a democratic collective?

DIALECTIC OF DEMOCRACY

What we find in Spinoza’s political theory of democracy is instead a dialectic of 
democracy, subtly embedded within its very definition. In the Tractatus Theologico-
Politicus, democracy is characterized as “the undivided assembly of people who, 
collectively, hold the supreme right over everything within their power” (ch. 16, par. 
8). It is the “most natural” form of government and comes closest to freedom (ch. 16, 
par. 11). Here, democracy entails individuals transferring their power “to the entire 
society, of which each individual is a constitutive part. In this way, all remain equal, 
as before in the state of nature” (ch. 16, par. 11). Further, in the Tractatus Politicus, 
democracy is ascribed to a state described as “completely absolute” (ch. 11, par. 
1). The meaning of “absolute” in this context is clarified in ch. 8, which addresses 
aristocracy: “Accordingly, we conclude that a rule transferred to a sufficiently large 
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Council is absolute, or comes nearest to being absolute. For if there’s any absolute 
rule, it’s the rule which occurs when the whole multitude rules” (par. 3).

One might question how it is feasible to form a “large Council” that encompasses 
the entire multitude. Spinoza himself probes the possibility of such an absolute rule 
(“if there’s any absolute rule”). The challenge resides not merely in the logistical 
scale (such as the functionality of an assembly comprising tens of millions), but 
also in defining the essence of the “whole multitude” as one entity. In his Ethics, 
Spinoza’s philosophical magnum opus, he conceptualizes collective entities 
through a common ratio of motion and rest among diverse parts, each of which is 
an individual in its own right, forged by countless encounters and interactions. This 
collectivity transcends a simple conglomerate of individuals that are figuratively or 
legally deemed equal or similar, as in the notion of a “species.” Then, the multitude, 
in a strict ontological sense, would signify more than the sum of individual human 
beings. However, within the political discourse of the Tractatus Theologico-
Politicus and Tractatus Politicus, this ontological complexity is narrowed down to 
merely “human individuals.” This presents a fundamental discrepancy, which I term 
the contradiction of the multitude: the multitudo, defined in stringent ontological 
terms, does not manifest itself in political or social realms. Rather, it is represented 
as a collection of individual persons, somewhat akin to the independent agents in 
Hobbes’ Leviathan.

The “large Council,” composed of the entire body of individuals, should ideally 
represent the supreme power of the democratic state. Yet defining the membership 
of this assembly is complex, given the vast and diverse nature of the multitudo. This 
complexity leads to what can be termed the contradiction of democracy: the entire 
multitudo cannot directly wield governing power. It is not merely the overwhelming 
number of individuals (in quantitative terms) that hinders this direct exercise of 
power, but also the disparities in their perceived levels of autonomy (in qualitative 
terms) that present an obstacle. In social and political imaginaries, certain groups 
are envisioned as independent and autonomous, whereas others, such as slaves, 
women, and children, have been historically and persistently cast as dependent 
and less mature in certain parts of the world. Additionally, society imposes various 
levels of value and recognition on different racial or religious identities, which 
further complicates these inequitable social imaginaries. Moreover, unless we 
consider a globally unified republic, the disparities between citizens and foreigners 
must also be acknowledged as part of this inequality. 

Thus, Spinoza does not anticipate that the multitudo will directly manifest itself 
within the state’s governance or in opposition to it, unlike some strands of anarchism. 
His concept of absolute rule, as described in Tractatus Politicus (ch. 11, par. 1)—the 
rule of all men—can only operate in practice through institutions and laws that 
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define and delimit the scope of citizenship. Without state institutions, democracy 
would be inconceivable and non-existent. The incomplete and contentious chapter 
on democracy demonstrates through its dialectical reasoning that the absolute 
rule of the multitude is only possible through institutions that both constrain and 
enable it and can never operate in an absolute form.

This dialectical reasoning also permits a nuanced reinterpretation of this chapter. 
It is important to note the statement in ch. 11, par. 3: “From what we said in xi, 2, 
it’s evident that we can conceive different kinds of Democratic state” (emphasis 
mine). While in a democracy, the right to vote and stand for election is available to 
all citizens (ch. 11, par. 1), Spinoza delineates conditions that restrict eligibility (ch. 
11, par. 1). Democratic law (lex) should determine whether rights such as voting 
and state management are extended to specific demographics such as “only Elders 
who’ve reached a certain age, or only firstborn sons (as soon as their age permits), 
or only those who contribute a certain sum of money to the Republic” (ch. 11, par. 
2). Even if “[t]he result of such a law could be that the supreme Council is composed 
of fewer citizens than the Council of an Aristocratic state,” such states still qualify 
as democracies (ch. 11, par. 2).

Such variability in governmental form, arising from the varying definitions 
of eligible citizens, is not discussed in the analyses of monarchy and aristocracy. 
Monarchy, by definition, is the rule of a single person, while aristocracy is defined 
by the exclusive responsibility of the patrician assembly to govern and appoint new 
members. In contrast, in a democracy, the law dictates the eligibility for membership 
in the Supreme Council, which should encompass “everyone” according to 
democratic principles. This means the restrictions on the definition and extent 
of citizenship in a democracy are not inherent to its constitutional form, unlike 
in monarchy and aristocracy, but result from political negotiations or conflicts 
in the state. Within these disputes, various segments of the populace—or the 
multitude—vie for their rights and recognition via laws and institutions. Therefore, 
the definition of “citizen” is always subject to negotiation and transformation, 
explaining the possibility of different types of democracy. 

As for individual autonomy, it is important to acknowledge that Spinoza’s 
ontological arguments in Ethics assert that no individual inherently possesses their 
own power in nature (see part 4, axiom 1: “There is no singular thing in nature 
than which there is not another more powerful and stronger. Whatever one is 
given, there is another more powerful by which the first can be destroyed”). The 
concept of perfect autonomy (“sui juris”) is unattainable for all individuals in nature, 
including mature male citizens. Freedom and autonomy, according to Spinoza, are 
not individual traits but collective attributes realized through the process of the 
commoning of people within the state. 
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In Chapter 2 of Tractatus Politicus, Spinoza elaborates the concepts of “sui juris 
esse” (being under one’s own right) and “alterius juris esse” (being under the right of 
another). One who can defend against violence, rectify wrongs based on one’s own 
judgment, and live by what seems good to oneself is deemed “sui juris” (ch. 2, par. 
9). Conversely, those oppressed or compelled by others’ wills, through coercion or 
manipulation, are “alterius juris” (ch. 2, par. 10). Moreover, if a person’s judgment 
is manipulated by another, it is considered subordinate (ch. 2, par. 11). The only 
escape from heteronomy is through the proper exercise of reason: “From this it 
follows that a Mind is completely its own master just to the extent that it can use 
reason rightly” (ch. 2, par. 11). Yet, Spinoza acknowledges that “it is not in anyone’s 
power to always use reason and be at the highest peak of human freedom” (ch. 2, 
par. 8). Thus, the extent of freedom and autonomy ultimately depends on the kind 
of collectivity people establish together.

Though agreeing with the critical views on Negri’s “idealization” of the multitude, 
Warren Montag argues in his essay “Who’s Afraid of the Multitude?” that the critics 
are often gripped by “a more fundamental fear” of following Spinoza’s complex and 
open-ended philosophical path (657). He draws attention to Spinoza’s rejection of 
granting human individuals the status of imperium in imperio. More importantly, 
Spinoza transforms the concept of right from a possession to the “ability to act” 
by erasing the demarcation between the human world and nature. From this 
perspective, being part of the multitude and living in the state, that is, practicing 
the social contract, is always a process. Montag states that “social existence changes 
only the relations of power, enabling human individuals to accomplish certain 
things that alone would be impossible, and, in opposition, limiting their ability to 
perform other acts that alone or in small numbers they would have the ability to 
perform” (658). The social state remains useful as long as the benefits of collective 
existence outweigh the limitations it imposes on individuals.

Indeed, Spinoza notes that people “aren’t born civil; they become civil” (ch. 5, 
par. 2). The subjugation of slaves, women, and children under the rights of others, 
and their patronization, is not an innate destiny but a consequence of existing 
social structures that lack the institutions, laws, culture, and ideology necessary for 
forming and recognizing them as rational co-participants in society. In this sense, 
states are not born civil either; they become civil.1 Additionally, in the era following 
the Industrial Revolution, it is pertinent to consider how new technologies might 
facilitate the active participation of groups historically excluded from the exercise 
of their power. Democracy, in this sense, is an ongoing process wherein the scope 
and definition of citizenship are continually contested. Through these challenges 
and subsequent institutional changes, the multitudo can pursue expansion into the 
absolute rule of all citizens, aiming to live “guided more by hope than by fear,” “for 
themselves,” and ultimately “freely” (ch. 5, par. 6).
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THE PROBLEM OF EXCLUSION OF WOMEN

In line with the dialectical reasoning let us examine the issues of discrimination 
against women and their exclusion from politics as presented in chapter 11 of 
the Tractatus Politicus. Spinoza appears to clearly justify the discrimination and 
exclusion of women on the basis of their “nature” (Tractatus Politicus, ch. 11, par. 
4). On this point, Hobbes seems much more progressive than Spinoza with regard 
to our contemporary conception of women’s rights. For if women, according to 
Hobbes, must obey their husbands in most societies, it is only because state laws 
are generally drafted by men (193–94). Spinoza, on the other hand, appears to 
understand women as inherently inferior and subordinate to men. Whether this 
conviction is compatible with the structure of his philosophy is a subject of debate 
among scholars.2

I am of the opinion that the notion of the inferior “nature” of women in ch. 
11, par. 4 can only be reconciled with his philosophy in Ethics by considering a 
certain socio-affective-imaginary context. That is, one can only discuss the “nature” 
of women when imagining that human beings are divided into two distinct gender 
categories. However, in Spinoza’s strictly anti-essentialist ontology, there is no 
essential genus or species. Essence, which Spinoza identifies with conatus—the 
thing’s enduring force characterized by its interactions both within itself and with 
other entities—can only be understood in its very singularity. “Human,” “horse,” or 

“dog,” on the other hand, are “universals” (Ethics, part 2, proposition 40, scholium 
1 and 2) or “models” (Ethics, part 4, preface), not precise definitions of the realities 
represented by these images.

Those notions they call Universal, like Man, Horse, Dog, and the like, have arisen from 
similar causes, namely, because so many images (e.g., of men) are formed at one time in 
the human body that they surpass the power of imagining – not entirely, of course, but 
still to the point where the mind can imagine neither slight differences of the singular 
[men] (such as the color and size of each one, etc.) nor their determinate number, and 
imagines distinctly only what they all agree in, insofar as they affect the body. For the 
body has been affected most by [what is common], since each singular has affected it 
[by this property]. And the mind expresses this by the word ‘man,’ and predicates it of 
infinitely many singulars. For as we have said, it cannot imagine a determinate number 
of singulars. […] From what has been said above, it is clear that we perceive many things 
and form universal notions: […] II. from signs, for example, from the fact that, having 
heard or read certain words, we recollect things, and form certain ideas of them, like 
those through which we imagine the things […]. (part 2, proposition 40, scholium 1 and 
2)
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This must also apply to the conceptual pair of men and women. In an interview 
with Susan James, Lloyd and Gatens emphasize that for Spinoza, dualisms between 
mind and body, reason and passion, nature and culture are not legitimate (41-5). 
Lloyd further points out in her Part of Nature that, for Spinoza, there is a continuity 
between natural bodies and socialized bodies, indicating, “there need not be any 
specifiable content to what it is to be a ‘female’ or ‘male’ mind. All ideas of female 
bodies will be, trivially, female. But that does not mean that there is any underlying 
essence of femaleness which they all have in common” (162). In contemporary 
terms, this suggests that “men” and “women,” as depicted in the Tractatus Politicus, 
are “social constructs.” Indeed, in the very paragraph where Spinoza seeks to 
demonstrate women’s “natural” inferiority, he paradoxically offers an intriguing 
glimpse into the social construct that we today refer to as “gender,” by portraying 
two hypothetical societies:

If women were by nature equal to men, both in strength of character (fortitudo) and in 
native intelligence (ingenium)—in which the greatest human power, and consequently 
right, consists—surely among so many and such diverse nations we would find some 
where each sex ruled equally, and others where men were ruled by women, and so 
educated that they could do less with their native intelligence. But since this has not 
happened anywhere, we can say without reservation that women do not, by nature, have 
a right equal to men’s, but that they necessarily submit to men. (Tractatus Politicus, ch 
11, par. 4, emphasis mine)

To Spinoza, women’s alleged “natural” inferiority to men implies that, in his reality, 
as opposed to the two hypothetical societies, women are everywhere “ruled by men, 
and so educated that they could do less with their native intelligence.” This offers 
a moment of reflection on Spinoza’s own misogynistic biases3 and highlights how 
societal constructs perpetuate unequal relations among different groups. Without 
ongoing political dialogue and efforts for social change, these affective-imaginary 
ties that shape gender relations are merely perceived as “natural.”

In societies structured around heterosexual imagination where traditional gender 
roles prevail, women are purportedly inferior to men “by nature.” Simultaneously, 
men, through the lens of contemporary discourse, tend to be toxic. Remarkably, in 
the same passage purportedly addressing women’s inferiority, Spinoza additionally 
expresses his discontent with men.

Furthermore, if we consider human affects, namely, that for the most part men love 
women only from an affect of lust, and that they judge their native intelligence and 
wisdom greater the more beautiful they are, and furthermore, that men find it intolerable 
that the women they love should favor others in some way, etc., we’ll have no difficulty 
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seeing that men and women can’t rule equally without great harm to the peace. (ch. 11 
par. 4)

We can find expressions of this same frustration reflected in Spinoza’s Ethics as 
well:

This latter reason [of hateful sentiments associated with jealousy] is found, for the most 
part, in love toward a woman. For he who imagines that a woman he loves prostitutes 
herself to another not only will be saddened, because his own appetite is restrained, but 
also be repelled by her, because he is forced to join the image of the thing he loves to 
the shameful parts and excretions of the other. To this, finally, is added the fact that she 
no longer receives the jealous man with the same countenance as she used to offer him. 
From this cause, too, the lover is saddened, as I shall show. (Ethics, part 3, proposition, 
35, scholium)

In this context, the notion of equality between women and men, particularly 
regarding their capability of judgment in the state of nature, reminiscent of Hobbes, 
fails to address the core issue: in nature, no one is truly an autonomous individual 
capable of exercising such a “natural” power of judgment unchecked. The crux 
lies in the “natural” disparities formed by societal relations, whose resolution 
is unattainable outside of these very relations. Spinoza’s works, particularly the 
sparse comments in the fourth part of Ethics, suggest that—contrary to what might 
be inferred from Tractatus Politicus ch. 11, par. 4—he did not view the redefinition 
of man-woman relations or the transcendence of this gender binary as wholly 
unfeasible.

And so we are told that […], the man [Adam] having found a wife who agreed completely 
with his nature, he knew that there could be nothing in Nature more useful to him than 
she was; but that after he believed the lower animals to be like himself, he immediately 
began to imitate their affects […] and to lose his freedom; and that afterwards this 
freedom was recovered by the patriarchs, guided by the Spirit of Christ, that is, by the 
idea of God, on which alone it depends that man should be free, and desire for other men 
the good he desires for himself. (Ethics, part 4, proposition 68, scholium, emphasis mine)

Although this remark does not directly indicate modern emancipatory politics, 
it hints at the potential for changing gender relations. First, it concerns the 
establishment of an “agreement in nature” despite gender disparities. As Sharp 
argues, Spinoza breaks with traditional interpretations by blaming Adam, not Eve, 
for failing to appreciate the perfect agreement of male and female natures (575). This 
suggests an egalitarian stance directly at odds with his overt statements in Tractatus 
Politicus. By this term, Spinoza does not mean inherent similarities in character or 
properties, but rather a unity or commonality formed through collective practices, 
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where men seek the same good for women as they do for themselves (Ethics, part 
4, proposition 68, scholium; see also part 4, proposition 37). In “Dominance and 
Difference,” Lloyd argues that Spinoza continues to affirm a shared human nature 
that transcends differences, but as an ideal of commonality to be achieved through 
forming social wholes, not a pre-existing sameness of souls (38).

For Spinoza, the place of reason-guided practice, although not always ideally 
realized, is to be found nowhere else but within the state. Within it, individuals 
could be compelled or inspired by various organizational methods (ars) to pursue 
egalitarian living under the common good (Tractatus Politicus, ch. 6, par. 3). While 
the state is often seen as the source of discrimination and gender disparity, Spinoza 
suggests that it is simultaneously the only locus for their resolution.

Furthermore, we should note that Spinoza employs religious narratives to shed 
light on the potential for an egalitarian society, as mentioned in the previously quoted 
note. It remains debatable whether Spinoza really believed that human freedom 
could be found in the traditional Jewish-Christian imaginary. His nuanced approach 
to religious matters, more explicitly addressed in his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, 
underscores the need to transform the religious imagination that reproduces the 
mores, behaviors, and lifeworld of the multitudo. This transformation echoes 
what we would term a “critique of ideology” in contemporary discourse. Within 
the arguments of the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, a comprehensive answer 
regarding how such a critique might influence the re-evaluation of gender relations 
is elusive. However, could a subtle hint lie in the quote above? Advancing egalitarian 
coexistence necessitates a new narrative and ideology which must, however, 
evolve from the prevailing ideology of the multitude. While, in Spinoza’s era, that 
prevailing ideology was the Christian one, today we are tasked with engaging with 
the ideologies of our own time, exploring their potential for transformation and 
the avenues through which they may lead to a more egalitarian society.

CONCLUSION

The consideration of women’s rights within Spinoza’s framework opens a broader 
dialogue about other minority groups. In chapter 16 of his Tractatus Theologico-
Politicus, he seems to define the concept of natural right from an individualistic 
perspective and justify a hierarchical order in nature: “[F]ish are determined 
by nature to swimming, and the large ones to eating the smaller. So it is by the 
supreme right of nature that fish are masters of the water, and that the large ones 
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eat the smaller” (Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, ch. 16, par. 2). The following crucial 
statement in Ethics can appear as discriminatory as this analogy of fishes.

I say this in general, that in proportion as a body is more capable than others of doing 
many things at once, or being acted on in many ways at once, so its mind is more capable 
than others of perceiving many things at once. And in proportion as the actions of a body 
depend more on itself alone, and as other bodies concur with it less in acting, so its mind 
is more capable of understanding distinctly. (Ethics, part 2., proposition 13, scholium)

If we view bodies as ontologically distinct and independent, this passage would 
seem to justify to marginalize women, individuals with disabilities, non-human 
animals, and children from societal participation. This reading implies their 
exclusion based on perceived lesser capabilities compared to mature, able-bodied 
men, who are deemed the sole subjects of political life. However, such interpretation 
grasps only the superficial meaning of Spinoza’s narrative and portrays Spinoza’s 
individuals as being akin to those of Hobbes. Spinoza’s bodies are not closed, 
independent entities but relations or multiplicities. Balibar employs the concept of 
‘trans-individuality,’ borrowed from Gilbert Simondon, to elucidate Spinoza’s theory 
of individuality. All entities within nature are not comprehended as substances but 
as a trans-individuation process. Spinoza does not see individuals as self-contained 
units with an inner consciousness separate from others. He regards individuality 
as an ongoing process of differentiation, constantly redefined through interactions 
with the external at every moment and phase. As much as the multitude forms 
an individual, individuals present a collective process of becoming. Both are 
simultaneously individual and societal entities.

In the previously cited paragraph, what Spinoza considers crucial is the pursuit 
of collective enhancement rather than merely acknowledging individual differences 
and inequalities in abilities. The disparity does not stem from an immutable natural 
law characterizing the “bigger fish” and “smaller fish,” but rather from their dynamic 
interactions within a specific causal framework. These relationships are subject to 
change when influenced by other factors, indicating that they cannot be simplified 
to just a perpetrator-victim scenario. The same concept is applicable to humans; 
suffering within a coercive or violent relationship signifies an inequality between 
individuals. However, such inequalities are not absolute laws of nature, as nature 
also facilitates alternative relational models that give precedence to commonality 
and solidarity over the distinctiveness of individual humans. 

Spinoza’s philosophical inquiries, therefore, transcend a mere exposition of 
hierarchical power dynamics between bigger fishes and smaller fishes. Nevertheless, 
this imagery still serves as a potent allegory for societal structures where power 
is a complex interplay of social constructs. Within these constructs, individuals 
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and groups are often relegated to fixed roles, like the perpetually “bigger fish” and 
“smaller fish,” confined by the rigid definitions of their societal roles, detached 
from the intricate web of causal relationships that truly shape their existence. This 
reductive classification is not limited to gender as we have seen above; it extends to 
a range of identities within the social fabric. Migrants, homosexuals, transgenders, 
and individuals with disabilities, among others, frequently face the imposition 
of an essentialist identity. Such labels are not intrinsic traits but are instead the 
product of socio-imaginary and legal-institutional frameworks. These frameworks 
not only bestow identity but also position individuals within the societal hierarchy 
in a manner that is seemingly natural yet is anything but. Spinoza’s critique of these 
impositions aligns with his views on inadequate knowledge in Ethics. He suggests 
that the so-called naturalization of identities is a prime example of such inadequate 
or confused knowledge, which fails to grasp the essence of individuals beyond 
superficial properties.

This reminds of the dialectic of democracy in his political thought, indicating 
that the multitude—the subject and collective agent of democracy—never 
manifests itself as a complete whole, despite democracy’s definition as the rule of 
the multitude as a whole. Instead, the multitude represents a process of inclusion 
and exclusion, conflicts, and solidarity. In this sense, it is crucial to clarify how 
inclusive and solidaristic a democracy can be, enabling the multitude to be “led as if 
by one mind” and directed by “sound reason” (Tractatus Politicus, ch. 3, par. 7). As 
Spinoza notes, “we can think of different kinds of democracy” (ch. 11, par. 3), while 
never suggesting such variety for monarchy and aristocracy. The transformation 
in perceiving and valuing minorities or discriminated sectors of the multitude 
requires a fundamental reevaluation of the underlying principles governing 
collective understanding and practices. This reevaluation challenges the pervasive 
naturalization of identities, deeply ingrained in societal norms and reinforced 
through institutional practices. By questioning the foundations of these normative 
classifications, Spinoza implicitly invites a reimagining of identity liberated from 
preconceived hierarchies and an aspiration for a “different” democracy.

What kind of democracy will we be able to develop in the future? It will 
certainly involve a new social imagination, sometimes hardly thinkable in our 
time. For Spinoza, women’s suffrage, marriage for all, or a female Prime Minister 
was unthinkable. Do these ideas contradict Spinoza’s philosophy? Probably not. 
Admittedly, humanity could move even further away from rational, egalitarian 
coexistence in the future. Spinoza’s philosophy of history seems to doubt the idea 
of progress throughout history (ch. 8, par. 12; Tractatus Theologico-Politicus ch. 
17, par. 18). However, this does not mean that a transformation toward an even 
more egalitarian society is not possible or hardly desirable. Spinoza’s philosophy is 
a philosophy of becoming different.
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Notes

1.	 Moreau illustrates the constructed collectivity of people of a nation with Spinoza’s term 
ingenium (temperament, character) (427–465). The ingenium is something that consists 
of acquired or historically constituted customs and beliefs. It constitutes the nature 
specific to each group of people or nation. It defines a natural boundary within which 
the constitution of a state is possible. In other words, it refers to various mechanisms of 
belonging that give rise to a collective identity of peoples or nations.

2.	 Among political theory-oriented Spinoza scholars, Sharp, Montag, and Nadler consider 
Spinoza’s remarks in Tractatus Politicus ch. 11, par. 4 incompatible with his philosophy 
as presented in Ethics.

3.	 We should also consider his ageist, ableist, and class-based prejudices, which are 
evident in ch. 6, par. 11 and ch. 8, par. 14. These sections discuss the exclusion of certain 
professional and age groups, as well as people with disabilities, from offices in the 
monarchy and aristocracy. 
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