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Benedict Spinoza: The Theologico-Politico Treatise

(1) If men's minds were as easily controlled as their tongues, every king would sit safely on his throne.  Governments would not have to compel their subjects.  Subjects would agree with their ruler’s decision that something was true or false, good or evil, just or unjust.  However, no man's mind can possibly be totally at another's command.  No one can willingly transfer his natural right of free reason and judgment.  Nor can anyone be compelled to do it.  Therefore, any government that attempts to control men’s minds is considered tyrannical.  It is held to be an abuse of sovereignty and a violation of the rights of subjects, when a government seeks to command what shall be accepted as true or rejected as false, or what opinions men should hold about God.  All these questions fall within a man's natural right, which he cannot give up, even if he wishes to do so.

(2) However unlimited a sovereigns power may be, or however much the rulers are trusted as spokesman of law and religion, the government can never prevent men from forming judgments and being influenced by their feelings.  The government indeed certainly has the right to treat as enemies all men whose opinions on all matters disagree with its own.  But, we are not here discussing its strict rights, but its proper course of action.  I grant that it (the government) has the right to rule in the most violent manner.  It can put citizens to death for the most trivial causes, but no one can imagine that it would be very sensible to do this.  In fact, insofar as such action would cause extreme peril to itself, we may even deny that it has the power to act violently or, consequently, even has the absolute right to act in this way.  For the rights of a sovereign are limited by its power.

(3) Since no one can abdicate his freedom of judgment and feeling, every man is, by natural right, master of his own thoughts.  It follows that men thinking in different and contradictory ways cannot, without disastrous results, be forced to speak only the opinions and views of the government.  In addition, even the most experienced men, to say nothing of the multitude, do not know how to keep silent.  Everyone's common failing is to confide his plans to others even when there is a need for secrecy.  So a government would be extremely harsh which deprived an individual of his freedom of saying and teaching what he thought.  It would be moderate if it granted such freedom.  Still, we can't deny that the authority of a government can be as much injured by words as by actions.  Therefore, though the freedom we are discussing cannot entirely be denied to subjects, its unlimited presence would be most harmful.  We must inquire how far such freedom can be granted without danger to the peace of the state or the power of the rulers.

(4) The ultimate aim of government is not to rule by fear or to extract obedience.  Instead, a government's aim is to free everyman from fear so that he may live as securely as possible.  In other words, the aim is to increase man's natural right to exist and work, without injuring himself or others.  The object of government is not to change men from rational beings into animals or puppets.  It is to enable men to develop their minds and bodies and security and to employ their reason.  The true aim of government is liberty.

(5) In a state, the power of making laws must either rest within all the citizens, with some of them, or in one man.  Since the judgments men make differ greatly from one another, and since each man thinks he alone knows everything, it is necessary that individuals surrender their right of acting entirely on their own judgment in order to preserve peace.  The individual citizen thus gives up his right of free action though his reason and judgment remains free.  No one can act against the authorities without danger to the state.  However, his feelings and opinions may be at odds with the state.  Therefore the government should allow any man to speak against the authorities as long as he speaks from a rational conviction and not from anger, hatred or fraud, and provided he doesn't try, on his own, to introduce any change in the state.

(6) So, from these considerations we can recognize which opinions the state should forbid.  The state can suppress these opinions, which by their nature nullify and deny the agreement by which men give up the freedom to act as they wish when they formed the state.  For instance, a man who holds that the government has no rights over him, or that promises ought not to be kept, or that everyone should live as he pleases, holds opinions in direct opposition to the agreement, which formed that state.  However even this case is not so much a matter of opinions as it is that these opinions are themselves actions.  For whoever maintains such theories nullifies the contract, which he implicitly or explicitly made with his rulers.  Such opinions may therefore be suppressed, but others, which do not violate the contract, which formed the state, may not.

(7) Freedom may indeed be crushed, and men may be so bound down that they don't dare whisper anything except at the command of their rulers.  But this can never be carried so far as to make them think according to the wishes of that authority.  So, the necessary consequence would be that men would be daily thinking one thing and saying another.  This would corrupt good faith, which is the main support of government.  It would also encourage flattery and dishonesty from which spring plots of all kinds and lead to the destruction of everything good.

(8) It is also far from possible to impose uniformity of speech.  The more rulers try to curtail freedom of speech, the more they are resisted.  And this resistance doesn't come from greedy people or flatterers, both of whom suppose that supreme salvation comes from filling their stomachs and counting and recounting their money.  Instead the resistance comes from those whom good education sound morality and virtue have made freer.  Men are most inclined to resent the branding as criminal those opinions, which they believe to be true.  The resent being told that the opinions, which inspire them with their piety and respect toward God and man, are wicked. They become ready to overturn these laws.  They even conspire against the authorities, thinking it is not shameful but honorable to stir up conflict with its end in view.  Human nature is such that laws against opinions primarily affect the generous minded rather than the wicked. These laws are less suited for putting pressure on criminals than for irritating the virtuous.  So those laws cannot be maintained.  In addition such laws are always useless, since those who believe that the condemned opinions are true would refuse to obey the law.


Essay #1: This assignment is due Friday, November 20th.  For each paragraph

1. Three to five sentence summary the main idea/theme of the paragraph

2. Provide one complete quote that supports your main idea statement.
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