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Description 
Spinoza begins his Political Treatise lamenting what he sees as the typical philosophical approach to 
politics. It is the custom of philosophers, he contends, “to deride, bewail, and berate” human passions, 
while exalting an imaginary “human nature that nowhere exists.” As a result, they have written “satire 
disguised as ethics,” producing a political theory appropriate to rule only “chimeras.” Spinoza proposes 
what he proclaims to be the first political philosophy deduced “from human nature as it really is.” 
Spinoza thereby presents his political theory as the very first one to be constrained by carefully 
demonstrated first principles. This class will be a study of Spinoza’s political theory as it arises from the 
first principles that he establishes in his Ethics and the first chapters of the Political Treatise.  
 
Spinoza’s first principles maintain that humans are the kinds of things that have their being in another. 
They are not independent substances but rather modes of a single substance. Our ability to exist and act 
is determined by a vast network of other finite modes, as well as the physical laws of the universe. 
Specific peoples form a complex “individual” in that they develop a particular character (“mind”) over 
time, which must be understood in its peculiarity in order for it to be appropriately governed. Social 
psychology and political phenomena, Spinoza proposes, should be studied in the same “unfettered 
spirit” that a meteorologist would bring to examining the properties of the atmosphere. To explain a 
storm, the scientist must consider how multiple variables interact, often unpredictably but still within 
discernible parameters, based on knowledge of that particular climatic zone. Similarly, Spinoza’s political 
theory considers human phenomena in terms of interconnected variables that cannot be explained in 
their isolation. It is precisely this scientific approach modeled on mathematics and natural science that 
he argues will engender useful political theory, applicable to actual people and not merely to the 
chimerical delusions of philosophers. Through a careful study of Spinoza’s Ethics and Political Treatise, 
with some reference to his Theological-Political Treatise, we will critically assess Spinoza’s political 
science.  
 
Alongside attention to the primary sources, we will read contemporary commentary in social and 
political philosophy and critical theory, with an eye to what Spinoza might contribute to current 
discussions and problems. We will also have the opportunity to participate in an intensive symposium 
on Spinoza’s Political Treatise hosted by McGill in late April, gathering several of the world’s most 
prominent Spinoza scholars.  
 
Texts 
Spinoza, Benedict de. Ethics. Translated by E. Curley. Princeton or Penguin. 
Spinoza, Benedict de. Political Treatise. Translated by S. Shirley. Hackett. 

Plus commentary available on My Courses. 
 



Books are available at “The Word” Bookstore (469 Milton Street). 
 

Note: There is an affordable bilingual edition (French-Latin) of Spinoza’s Ethics published by 
éditions du Seuil, translated by Bernard Pautrat. I did not pre-order these texts, but recommend 
“La Librairie Olivieri” on 5219 chemin de la cote-des-Neiges. You may also find it via the 
interwebs.   

Requirements 
Participation: You are expected to read each week’s assignment carefully and thoroughly, attend class, and 
contribute in an informed way. I will invite you to discuss your weekly analyses (see below) in class, so 
please be prepared to do so. (Please do not use a laptop computer in seminar. If you have special reasons 
for using one, discuss them with me.) (15%) 

Weekly analyses: Each week (minus 2 of your choice for a total of 10), you should prepare one page of 
textual analysis (300-350 words – include word count at the top of the page). In it, you should identify a key 
concept or issue from the reading for that day from the point of view of political theory (broadly construed). 
Your aim should be (1) interpretive/ clarificatory (propose a tentative understanding of the passage, 
concept, or issue identified) and (2) expository (indicate and develop, if possible, its relevance for 
considerations of political or social philosophy). You may choose to focus on the commentary rather the 
primary text, but you should assess the validity of the commentary with reference to the primary text. Since 
the analysis is short, you should pick something very specific and focus on it. Your goal should be to engage 
with primary or secondary texts in a way that clarifies Spinoza’s thought and points to its social or political 
implications. Please avoid editorializing. (I will not accept analyses on days you are absent unless you have a 
documented medial excuse.) (25%) 

Paper Proposal: You must submit in writing a proposal for your final proposal by week 8 of the course. 
Your proposal will include to following: (1) A statement motivating the problem and stating your 
overriding thesis (even as it will, at this point, be a working hypothesis) (100-200 words); (2) A review of 
the literature relevant to your thesis. This section needs to (a) give the reader a sense of what work has 
already been done in your topic, and (b) make the case that, given what is out there in the literature, the 
problem you raise and the thesis you advance is an interesting one about which more should be said 
(300-400 words); (3) A prose outline of the main arguments for and against your thesis (300-400 words); 
(4) List of References with the 4 most important works annotated (annotations should be 100-200 words 
each). (20% of grade) 

Final Paper: You will write a research paper on Spinoza’s political theory, broadly construed to include any 
feature of his Political Treatise or Ethics that is relevant to political theory (such relevance will need to be 
drawn out explicitly in your paper, but it is acceptable, for example, to focus on an interpretation of the first 
principles or to bring his philosophy into dialogue with contemporary thinkers or problems). (3000-5000 
words) (I will only give Ks for documented medical or personal reasons that are discussed with me well in 
advance of the due date.) (40% of grade) 
 



Academic Integrity: McGill University values academic integrity.  Therefore all students must understand 
the meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of 
Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information).  
Note that the code stipulates that any assignment suspected of plagiarism should be submitted directly 
to the associate dean for review. 
 
Other Notes: In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content 
and/or evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. 

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 
right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 
 

Seminars are open only to graduate students and final year Philosophy Majors, Honours and Joint 
Honours students, except by written permission of the Department. 
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