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Chapter 1

Political Divisions: Orangists vs the States-Party

Introduaction

Spinoza lived and wrote at a time of profound philosophical controversy in
the United Provinces. Holland was witnessing a shift from scholastic Aristo-
telianism to the new ideas of Galileo, Hobbes and Descartes. Debates in
philosophy, theology, politics and religion took place both inside and out-
side of the academy. These debates, which centred on Cartesianism, form
an important context for understanding Spinoza's philosophy and its devel-
opment. This book traces the development of Spinoza's epistemology in
light of this historical and philosophical context. The first section describes
the political, theological and philosophical divide of Spinoza's time: that
between the Orthodox Calvinist, scholastic supporters of the House of
Orange and the freethinking Remonstrant, Cartesian supporters of the
States-Party. It contains an examination of some of the popular pamphlets
at the centre of the debate and explains Spinoza's political writings as
the first systematization of doctrines found within those pamphlets. The
second section of this work reconstructs the development of key epistemo-
logical and metaphysical doctrines in Spinoza's writings concerning truth,
error and falsity, and in the end explains how these developments relate to
Spinoza's project of systematizing Radical Cartesian political theory.

History of Cartesianism in the Netherlands

Cartesianism had its very beginnings in the Netherlands. Descartes' ideas
were first taught by his friend Henricus Reneri (1593-1639), chair of phil-
osophy at the newly established Athenaeum of Utrecht (soon to become the
University of Utrecht). Descartes was working on his own natural philoso-
phy at this time and Reneri introduced Descartes' ideas, as well as the nat-
ural philosophy of other contemporary thinkers, in his lectures.

Reneri died suddenly in 1639, but by this time Descartes' ideas were
already drawing attention - and controversy - in both the universities
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and among the leaders of the Reformed Church. Descartes' Discourse and
Essays had already been published anonymously in Leiden in 1637. They
were a source of concern for orthodox Calvinists but a source of inspiration
to those committed to the New Philosophy.

The first generation of Dutch Cartesians held their alliance to the New
Philosophy, not to Descartes in particular. They respected Descartes' work
but saw it as equal in importance to, rather than superseding, other modern
works, such as those of Bacon and Gassendi. The earliest Cartesians were an
eclectic group that focused on empirical methods, rather than the a priori
approach we now associate with Descartes. These empirical leanings reflect
the Dutch intellectual culture of the early seventeenth century. A trading
nation at war, the emerging Dutch Republic needed the best that technol-
ogy could offer to fight off major world powers, not to mention Mother
Nature and her constant threat of flood. Mathematics was seen as the
basis of science and valued for its practical applications in navigation
and engineering. This emphasis on the importance of mathematics made
Descartes' philosophy attractive to Dutch intellectuals. The practical orien-
tation of Dutch scientists and mathematicians reflects not only a nation
at war, but also a typically Renaissance and humanist conception of co-
operation between scientists and artisans, a conception that blurred the
distinction between practice and theory.2

Aristotelian physics was losing its power of explanation with new observa-
tions in astronomy and the questioning of basic Aristotelian concepts. Dutch
scientists were ready for an alternative and Descartes' philosophy provided
them with a new and useful framework in which to do science. In this way,
early commitments to Cartesianism were pragmatic rather than dogmatic
or ideological. Early Cartesians were comfortable combining Descartes'
ideas with whatever worked, even with philosophies that we now see as con-
tradicting that of Descartes. For example, it was not unusual for Descartes'
philosophy to be combined with that of Gassendi. The early Cartesians
often blended Descartes' ideas with other modern philosophies, as well as
those of scholastic thinkers.

The status of Cartesianism had changed by the second half of the seven-
teenth century. There was an economic boom and an upper class emerged
that happened to contain several Cartesians among its intellectual elite.
Within these circles, the insistence on a useful science had grown out of fash-
ion.4 Now separating theory and practice, they embraced Descartes' a priori
method. That is not to say that they did not see Cartesianism as having prac-
tical implications. On the contrary, Descartes' philosophy became central
in discussions of politics and religion. What changed was the status of phil-
osophy itself; it was no longer seen as subservient to the higher disciplines.
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In the early seventeenth century, philosophy was a preparatory subject,
part of a general secondary education, whose purpose was to ready young
minds for the study of theology, medicine or law. It was not a subject unto
itself. Cartesianism changed that. It provided a new framework in which
those higher disciplines could be carried out. Students (many of whom
were in the higher faculties) flocked to tutors and professors willing to
teach these new ideas. In this way, Descartes' name was no longer just one
among the list of modern philosophers. 'Cartesianism5 came to signify the
New Philosophy itself.

The Cultural Context of Dutch Cartesianism:
Political, Religious and Academic

In the early seventeenth century, rulers and ruling elites were not immedi-
ately concerned with the merely preparatory subject of philosophy. It was
taught in an institutional context in which it was under church supervision
and subject to the claims of confessional theology.5 This began to change in
the 1640s when the Cartesian controversies emerged within Dutch universi-
ties. A debate over the relationship between philosophy and theology en-
sued. The Cartesians pushed for a separation of philosophy and theology
whereas the Orthodox Calvinists insisted that philosophy was the servant
of theology and was never to contradict or question theological dogma.
This movement to separate philosophy from theology did not originate in
Descartes' writings alone. It also resulted from the Cartesians' resistance
to the further reformation led by Gisbertus Voetius (1589-1676).6 This
change in the status of philosophy caused such turmoil in society - both in
and out of the academy - that rulers had to become involved. Confession-
ally regulated theology, once the stabilizing force responsible for cultural
cohesion, increasingly disintegrated in the light of the New Philosophy.
By 1650 governments were compelled to try to cope with the various politi-
cal and theological issues raised by the New Philosophy, philosophy now
being 'an integral and essential part of their statecraft'.'

Cartesianism became central to three national discussions: repub-
lican politics, reformed theology and the problem of how to make Carte-
sianism fit for use within the Dutch academy. These three issues form
the heart of what has come to be called 'Dutch Cartesianism'. When
studying Spinoza and his response to Cartesianism, we must keep in mind
this Dutch context, for this is what Spinoza was exposed to and to which
his philosophy responded.
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Political and Religious Context

There was no official Dutch 'constitution' until 1795. Before then, the Union
of Utrecht served this role. This treaty, unifying the northern provinces
previously controlled by Spain, contained two contradictory impulses.9

On the one hand, it recognized the States General as a limited central body
of government. This assembly consisted of representatives from the seven
Northern Provinces and each province had one vote. On the other hand,
it proclaimed that the sovereign rights of each individual province stay
intact. Such rights were understood in terms of traditional privileges of
cities and provinces dating back to Habsburg rule.

This tension between states rights and centralized power was quite com-
plicated. The stadholder, another institution from Habsburg rule, was the
highest-ranking official and dignitary in each province. It was normal for
one man to be a stadholder of several provinces at once. Usually, a member
of the House of Orange held the majority of provinces with the remaining
one or two going to their Nassau cousins, resulting in a strong centralizing
power. This centralizing power was like a monarchy in several respects.
In Habsburg tradition, the stadholders were nobles living in a splendid
and hierarchical courtly culture. Frederick Hendrik (1584—1647), Prince of
Orange, capitalized on these traditions to increase the prestige, authority
and dynastic intentions of the House of Orange. He also attempted to
enhance his prestige by marrying his son and heir, William II (1626-
1650), to a daughter of Charles I of England, Princess Mary. This was the
first time that the House of Orange-Nassau had formed a marriage alliance
with a major royal line. Further, the stadholder fulfilled many functions
of a monarch. He imposed taxes, oversaw the military, enacted laws for The
Netherlands as a whole and maintained the Dutch Reformed Church.
The stadholders exercised their centralizing power through their delegates
in the States General. Since they held the majority of provinces, they
had the majority of votes in the assembly. Decisions often came in conflict
with the interests and traditional privileges of individual provinces, particu-
larly Holland.

These tensions between Holland and the House of Orange were merged
with other divisions in Dutch society: religious divisions between Remon-
strants and Orthodox Calvinists and philosophical divisions between Carte-
sians and Aristotelians. Frederick Hendrik was the stadholder of Holland,
Zeeland, Utrecht, Gelderland and Overijssel during the rise of Cartesian-
ism. He was heir to his brother-in-law Maurits of Nassau (1567-1625) who
had taken a very tough stance against unorthodox strands such as Armi-
nianism11 and Remonstrantism.12 Whereas the Arminians claimed that
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the spiritual role of the Church was and should be separate from the secular
role of government, the Orthodox saw divine law as the only law. They iden-
tified any tendency to give the government more say in the affairs of the
Church with the Arminian heresy. By siding with the strict Orthodox Calvi-
nists, Maurits secured an important relationship between the House of
Orange and the Church.13 Frederick Hendrik, on the other hand, had little
sympathy for Counter-Remonstrant theology. He lived at a time when polit-
ical Arminianism had gained quite a bit of power. Even if he had wanted to
adopt his brother-in-law's tough stance he would have been unable to do so
and preserve the stability of the state. Instead, he had to find a middle path
that would accommodate both the 'Arminian' and 'Counter-Remonstrant'
party-factions.14 His approach was to make both sides dependent on him so
that they would want and need to co-operate with him. He would dispense
favours to both sides, which dissatisfied both parties but left them unwilling
to criticize his affairs or challenge his authority.15 And so his rule (1625-
1647) was one of relative religious and philosophical tolerance. That is not
to say that there was an end to tensions. Most towns became firmly tied to
one of the party-factions. For instance, while Amsterdam and Rotterdam
were Arminian, Leiden and Utrecht were solidly Counter-Remonstrant.16

Frederick Hendrik was a politician first and foremost. Throughout his
rule his leanings would shift from one party to the other as it benefited
his own political career. His most significant shift would occur in 1633.
Before this time he tended to side with the Arminians and support Holland.
However, the Holland Arminians began to gain too much power. Before
the early 1630s they could not challenge Frederick Hendrik because they
needed his support to survive. But by 1633 public support had shifted
towards the Arminians. They were no longer dependent on the stadholder
and were pushing for primacy in the Republic.17 Frederick Hendrik there-
fore decided to shift his policies to align with the Counter-Remonstrants.

It is important to note that this division in Dutch society was not solely
based on religion. Military and economic factors played large parts as well.
For example, one of the most divisive issues during 1634 was the relationship
between France and the United Provinces. An alternative to peace with
Spain was an alliance with France, and Louis XIII had made a tempting
offer of a close partnership and subsidies. If the alliance were made, The
Netherlands would be locked into confrontation with Spain and subordina-
tion to France for years to come. An alliance would also increase the power
of the stadholder, therefore minimizing the influence of Holland indefi-
nitely. What particularly upset the Arminian towns was a clause in the
treaty that the United Provinces must not negotiate with Spain.18 This
strongly conflicted with the commercial interests of Holland.


