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possible from one another in their ways of operating) and brittle (as soon as the external
coercion is removed or diminished, the resulting harmonization will break apart).

Be that as it may, this point stresses how the notion of agreement, by introducing a scalar
understanding of the way in which interacting things can be brought to adapt more or less to
one another, cannot avoid the centripetal and potentially conflictual consequences of those
degrees of disagreement that accompany any instance of agreement. In this sense, Spinoza’s
account brings attention to the fact that wherever there is possibility of agreement, there is also
disagreement lurking behind it, and the two need to be reconciled in order to account for
realistic human interaction and design more desirable forms of cooperation, especially when
dealing with socio-political structures.

Andrea Sangiacomo
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10.
AMBITION

Spinoza writes that “human nature is so constituted that each of us wants the others to
live according to his temperament” (E5p4s). This “striving to bring it about that everyone
should approve his love or hate” (E3p31s) is central to our psychological makeup, yet

manifests itself in different ways: “in a man who is not led by reason this appetite is the passion
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called ambition [ambitio], which does not differ much from pride. On the other hand, in a man
who lives according to the dictate of reason it is the action, or virtue, called Morality” (E5p4s).
The Spinozistic sage who seeks virtue and strives to have others love the same thing, presents
himself as a desirable image of love to others (E4app25). The ambitious man, however, desires
“admiration” (E4app25), and this, as Spinoza’s definition of pride suggests, out of “self-love”
(E3DA28). Spinoza thus treats the desire for recognition as a pervasive feature of human
psychology (see also TTP6[22] & TP6[3]), yet distinguishes between a constructive and
immoderate manifestation of this striving.

Ambition, understood as an “excessive desire for esteem” (E3DA44) is the trademark of the
political agitator: “this striving to do something (and also omit doing something) solely to please
men is called ambition, especially when we strive so eagerly to please the people [vulgo] that we
do or omit certain things to our own injury, or another’s” (E3p29s; see also E4app25). Building
on ideas found in Hobbes’s Leviathan (chaps. 29, 36), Spinoza defines ambition as (i) essentially
destructive and (ii) connected to pleasing the crowd. Thus, Spinoza treats the demagogue as the
exemplar of ambition.

Indeed, ambition is envy directed at people enjoying non-shareable goods, that is, status and
prestige (E3p39s). The demagogue is driven by the desire for applause from the crowd, to
simultaneously gain attention and status and, thereby, prevent others from having it (E3p32s).
The effect of demagoguery is polarization or mutual hatred (E3p29s; TTP17[15]). The dema-
gogue instantiates immoderation and duplicity in all respects, and is especially dangerous in the
company of fellow bandits (E3DA48). Furthermore, the demagogue encourages law-breaking
(E4app25; TTP7[4]). In the demagogue renown thus becomes an all-consuming end without any
utility except self-aggrandizement; the “affect is stubbornly fixed” (E4p44s) and often leads to
fury (E5p10s). Spinoza calls the excessive desire for esteem “a species of madness” (E4p44s), one
with little hope of being cured: only nobility and tenacity can mitigate its effect (E3DA48).
Strikingly, the clergy are the first example of ambition in the TTP (TTPpref14–15).

The demagogue is also a symptom of a wider social malaise. Significantly, Spinoza defines the
corrupt state in terms of its susceptibility to demagoguery: a corrupted Republic, one “where
superstitious and ambitious persons . . . achieve such a great reputation that ordinary people
value their authority more than that of the supreme powers” (TTP20[21]). As such, the
ambitious demagogue signifies the twin evils of moral disorder and political subversion.

As our pattern of citations implies, the dangers of political ambition and demagoguery are
also discussed in the heart of the Ethics. This suggests that republican fears over the dangers of
corruption and ambition are not incidental to his philosophy, merely driven by contemporary
events, but central to his aims.

Jo van Cauter and Eric Schliesser

key passages
E3p29s; E3DA44; E4p44s; E5p4s; TTPpref14–15.

recommended reading
Blom, H. W. (2003). The moral and political philosophy of Spinoza. In G. H. R. Parkinson (ed.), The

Renaissance and 17th Century Rationalism (pp. 315–46). Routledge History of Philosophy 4.
Routledge.

28 / jo van cauter

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108992459.010
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UVA Universiteit van Amsterdam, on 25 Jun 2025 at 11:30:03, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108992459.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Field, S. L. (2020). Potentia: Hobbes and Spinoza on Power and Popular Politics. Oxford University Press.
Steinberg, J. (2018). Spinoza’s Political Psychology: The Taming of Fortune and Fear. Cambridge University

Press.

related terms
Esteem, Love of; Fortitude; Hobbes; Love; Multitude; State; Striving; Temperament

11.
ANIMALS

Common talk of animals, and of the difference between human and nonhuman
animals in particular, relies on universal notions. In many philosophical traditions, such
notions are entangled with a hierarchy of supposed abilities or moral status, such that

nonhuman animals are seen as superior to plants but as inferior to humans. Aristotelians
commonly held that nonhuman animals lack rational capacities. Cartesians even assumed that
nonhuman animals lack a soul.

For Spinoza, universal notions “like Man, Horse, Dog, and the like” are unreliable and
can even differ between cognizers in accordance with different experiences (E2p40s).
Thus, it is not immediately clear what Spinoza’s views about the different categories of
animals are based on. On the one hand, he concedes that nonhuman “animals” (bruta) can
even “far surpass human ingenuity” in their bodily abilities (E3p2s); on the other hand, he
deems nonhuman animals to differ from human nature to such a degree that we may “use
them at our pleasure” (E4p37s1).

So while Spinoza’s claim about bodily abilities and ingenuity seems to disregard traditional
assumptions about animal hierarchy, his concession that nonhuman animals may be used or
even killed at will reflects a moral hierarchy that seems even more cruel than much of the
philosophical tradition. Arguably, there is a tension here between a non-hierarchical under-
standing of human and nonhuman animals as displaying certain abilities in different degrees and
a clear-cut essentialist distinction between humans and nonhuman animals (Sharp 2011a). In
Spinoza’s philosophy, there is not much space devoted to the discussion of animals as such.
Nevertheless, said tension reflects the more general problem of how to reconcile a gradualist
approach to nature with what appear to be essentialist distinctions (Perler 2014).

In keeping with this tension, a first problem is how to distinguish different species of animals
from one another. If distinctions between individual animals are gradual, how can we say that
a certain animal is a dog rather than a cat? While Spinoza does not rely on conventional
categories, he does revert to bodily proportions of motion and rest as well as degrees of complex-
ity (Perler 2014). Another way we could see Spinoza spelling out the difference between kinds of
animals is by focusing not on properties internal to an animal but the way certain animals interact,
that is, on their sociability (James 2021). Accordingly, Spinoza also holds that animals and indeed
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