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Spinoza’s Election of the 
Jews: The Problem of 
Jewish Persistence

Jay Geller

y title plays on that of the third chapter of Spinoza’s Tractatus
Theologico-Politicus, “Of the Election of the Jews....” In that
chapter Spinoza argues that the claim that the Jews are

God’s chosen people is no longer valid. Further, their former elected
status was not a consequence of any qualities or religious beliefs partic-
ular to them but was the result of their past political good fortune. The
fall of the Jewish state marked the end of their chosenness: 

[T]he Hebrew nation was not chosen by God before others by reason of
its intellect or of its peace of mind, but by reason of the social order and
of the fortune by which it acquired a state and by which it kept [a state]
for many years. . . . [S]ince God is equally well disposed to all and chose
the Hebrews only with respect to their social order and their state, we con-
clude that . . . there is no difference between [a Jew] and a gentile.1 

That the Jewish people still existed as a self-identified entity some
1,600 years after the fall of Jerusalem was not, therefore, a sign of di-
vine election. Nor, however, was their continued disempowered exist-
ence an index of divine rejection. Such persistence was a curiosity and
a consequence of the separation between Jews and gentiles that had
been maintained by hatred and the peculiarity of Jewish practices.
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Spinoza’s discussion of divine election and his analysis of the causes of
Jewish persistence converge on a passage that Leo Strauss refers to as
“Spinoza’s Testament”: 

The mark of circumcision is also, I think, of great importance in this con-
nection [i.e., Jewish persistence]; so much so that in my view it alone will
preserve the Jewish people for all time; indeed, did not the principles of
their religion make them effeminate [effoeminarent] I should be quite con-
vinced that some day when the opportunity arises [so changeable are
human affairs] they will establish their state once more, and that God will
chose them afresh.2

According to Strauss, this sentence delivered the coup de grâce to any
claims that the continued existence of the Jewish people was a sign of
divine chosenness. Moreover, it concisely asserted Spinoza’s detach-
ment of Jewry’s ethnic identity and practices (such as circumcision)
from any religious claims and principles (such as messianic hopes);
the passage also reinforces Spinoza’s political conception of Judaism
in the face of the Jewish people’s current apolitical existence. For
Strauss, this passage represents Spinoza’s final word on his relation-
ship to Judentum, that condensation of ethnos, ethos, and ethic (of
Jewry, Judaism, and Jewishness); hence neither apology nor repudia-
tion, Spinoza’s assertion is a testament to his neutral stance vis-à-vis the
Jews, their beliefs, and their practices.

What else Spinoza may have intended by this combination of deni-
grating contemporary Jewry and opening the possibility of future state-
hood has been a frequent topic of speculation in the contemporary
literature on the Tractatus. Is this sentence a response to the messianic
movement of Sabbatai Sevi, or a final act of ressentiment directed at the
community that had put him under the herem (ban), or, simply, a logi-
cal conclusion based on his representation of Judaism and his under-
standing of the rational laws of history?3 

My concern, however, is less with Spinoza’s intentions than with his
line’s various receptions. This article plots how this passage from the
Tractatus has provided an optic through which leading Jewish and gen-
tile writers and, more broadly, a variety of German (sub)cultures have
seen Jewish-gentile relations and Jewish identity since the Enlighten-
ment.4 This one sentence may not have shaped these authors’ under-
standing of modernity as much as Spinoza’s critique of scripture and
revealed religion, his separation of reason and faith, and/or his ontol-
ogization of immanence, of this-world. Yet by breaking the connection
between persistence and chosenness/election, distinguishing the so-
ciological fact of Jewry’s existence from its religious meaning, and op-
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posing a political/legal conception of Judaism to its apolitical
actuality, “Spinoza’s Testament” has, perhaps, had a greater effect on
their perceptions of those interethnic relations and identities. These
relations and identities were shaped by another key component of
modern consciousness: the emergence of nationalism in the late eigh-
teenth century.5 

Although the question of which people were the true elect was per-
vasive, the growth and transformation of antisemitism that accompa-
nied nationalism’s coeval partner, the Jewish call for emancipation
and acculturation, was less a function of a rivalry among the chosen.
Rather, this passage’s combination of Jewish body, gender, stateless-
ness, and survival insinuated the specter of Jewish persistence and—
particularly with its assertion that “the principles of their religion
make them effeminate”6—the equally uncanny ascription of embod-
ied Jewish gender identity: the feminized male Jew. Together these
topoi posed a threat to post-Enlightenment Europeans by questioning
their simultaneously supersessionist and sui generis constitution as
autochthonous, autonomous subjects and transgressing the gendered
bifurcation of their societies into the male-coded public and female-
coded private spheres that secured those identities. And, as exempli-
fied by Julius Wellhausen’s (1844–1918) appropriation of Spinoza and
the third chapter of the Tractatus to herald the coming dissolution of
Jewry, efforts had to be made to foreclose this menace. 

For Jewish writers from Berthold Auerbach (1812–82) to Hermann
Cohen (1842–1918), from Moses Hess (1812–75) to Sigmund Freud
(1856–1939), Spinoza’s figuration posed other possibilities; it pre-
sented either an obstacle to Jewish admission into those virile societies
that must be overcome or the promise of an “old-new”7 Jew. Still, the
danger and promise posed by this one sentence lay less in its conden-
sation of tropes than in the authority embodied in its source. Of
Spinoza, Manfred Walther has written that “besides Moses and Jesus,
no other thinker of Jewish descent made such an impression upon the
non-Jewish world and in Germany since the Spinoza Renaissance
(Herder, Jacobi) has been so acknowledged.”8 Whether “Spinoza’s
Testament” functioned as focusing lens or distorting mirror, provided
a clarion call or generated signal anxiety, this passage became a site for
the contestation of the role and representation of a gendered Jewry in
European culture that marked modernity. In line with the large body
of literature9 on Judentum, gender, and sexuality that has emerged as
well as with the growing recognition of identity as always already gen-
dered and sexualized,10 this article examines how through direct cita-
tion or unmistakable allusion—often through the use of gendered
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language to describe Spinoza himself—modern Jewish identities were
articulated.

While I will refrain from taking sides in the centuries-old debate11 as
to whether Maledictus would have been a more appropriate Latinized
form of Baruch than Benedictus, I will draw on the history of this dis-
pute as to whether Spinoza was friend or foe of the Jewish people. Dis-
cussion of this passage emerges in these polemical exchanges as
exemplary of the personae each disputant ascribes to Spinoza: rene-
gade apostate, hater of Judaism, or traitor who gives aid and comfort
to the enemy (for example, as the source for Kant’s derogation of Ju-
daism as a nonreligion); model of the emancipated Jew, of the secular
Jew, of the possibilities and potentialities of the Jews, or, via Goethe’s
Spinozism, of the so-called German-Jewish symbiosis; noble, selfless
saint, God-intoxicated man, prophet of the possibility of a secular Jew-
ish state, incarnation of a third way (that is, the human) between ob-
servant Judaism and pious Christianity, or harbinger of modernity;
Jew, Christian, or atheist.12 The opposition of Maledictus and Benedic-
tus has, in any case, been less about Spinoza than about the people—
the Jews—whom the disputants would or would rather not have him
represent, for this, “the Spinoza Question[,] interwove through the
debates about Jewish identity in modernity.”13

A Persistent Stumbling Block

When both Jewish and gentile attention began in the nineteenth cen-
tury to turn to Spinoza and his Tractatus, the ground of meaning and
the source of European identities were shifting from religion and lin-
eage to the nation (that is, history) and to the body (that is, nature).14

The zero-degree indicator of difference became the natural differ-
ences of male and female (later joined by those of race) as clearly
marked by the separate spheres of the social body and the physiog-
nomy of the physiological body.15 Jews became less identified with
their religion, and discourse on Jews became less oriented toward
either deicide or a Jewish dogma such as chosenness. Instead, as such
discourse became more engaged in coming to grips with the factuality
of the Jewish presence, Spinoza and his later readers (and readers of
readers) endeavored to deal with what was and is perceived as the
riddle of Jewish persistence. How is it that, though there are no more
ancient Romans or Greeks, Sumerians or Assyrians, or other one-time
world-historical peoples, there still exist groups who call themselves
Jews and who identify and are identified with the community that in-
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habited Palestine thousands of years earlier? A corollary to this is the
question of how a people could continue to exist without a state. 

The stumbling block (skandalon) that Jewish persistence proved for
Europeans was more than the cognitive dissonance generated by this
conundrum. Jews occupy a peculiar place in the modern West’s cul-
tural imaginary. Although they were generally perceived as older than
Christian Europe, they had apparently been superseded by their rival
for world hegemony and divine election. Yet still they persisted. While
their lack of control over their political and economic destinies insin-
uated a lack in their cultural (or racial) makeup, their very persistence
under conditions of European domination questioned the grounds of
a Christian European culture that privileged (its own) sui generis con-
stitution. This threat is part of a more general subversion that is per-
haps coeval with the constitution of the modern West. Contact with
otherness—both the indigenous heterogeneous populations of mod-
ern European society (such as women, Jews) and the different peoples
contacted in colonial expansion—undermined the narcissistic fantasy
of European wholeness. In order to foreclose this danger, stereotypi-
cal political, gendered, and “natural” Jewish bodies, both of specific in-
dividuals and of the community at large, provided symbolic substitutes
for and objectified representations of the threatening Other. By
rendering the Other visible—especially the Other who sought to
assimilate—the exchange of these fetishizing representations in a vari-
ety of European scientific and popular discourses served simulta-
neously to disavow, affirm, and, above all, forestall the perceived threat
to the Europeans’ white, Christian, male, heterosexual, bourgeois
claims to identity and authority. These exchanges become evident in
the transformed Spinoza discourse of the nineteenth century. 

Spinoza and Redemptive Jewish (Hu)manization 

During the first half of the nineteenth century, when German gentile
philosophy was still playing out the Spinoza-intoxicated (betrunkener)
pantheist controversy spurred largely by his Ethics,16 the emancipation-
desiring, acculturation-pursuing Jewish intelligentsia in Germany
were abandoning Moses Mendelssohn’s relative silence about and si-
lencing of Spinoza.17 The years 1837–38 mark a significant turn in the
reception of Spinoza and his “Testament” with the appearance of
Auerbach’s translation of Spinoza’s works and of his historical novel
about Spinoza;18 perhaps gathering less notice was the publication of
The Holy History of Mankind by a Young Disciple of Spinoza.19 The young
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disciple proved to be “The Communist Rabbi,” the often forgotten
father of both German Socialism and theoretical Zionism, Moses Hess. 

Auerbach, described by many as the first modern Jewish novelist,20

chose an interesting word to translate effoeminarent: weibisch (woman-
ish). Rather than verweichlichen (render soft or effeminate) as in most
subsequent German translations, including the standard Gebhardt
edition, Auerbach’s choice leaves no doubt about the gender implica-
tions of “Spinoza’s Testament.” Auerbach also stages this passage in his
novel about Spinoza.

The scene commences just prior to the formal procedures for
Spinoza’s herem, or excommunication, were completed. Spinoza is en-
gaging in a conversation with several gentile friends. One, Meyer, won-
ders about the persistence of the Jews and hence the incompleteness of
their mission and the likelihood that they will once again act in history.
Auerbach has Spinoza respond:

Nothing is abnormal; everything has its definite cause, from which it must
arise necessarily and logically in its destined order. If the ordinances [Ein-
richtungen] of their religion did not rob them of their manliness [Männ-
lichkeit], I should unhesitatingly affirm that the Jews, as is quite possible in
the whirling wheel of human affairs, would one day when the opportunity
occurred, again obtain their kingdom, and God would choose them
anew. . . . But the mission of the Jews is fulfilled. There is nothing wonder-
ful in their preservation; it is only the hatred of all the nations that has pre-
served them, and they have set themselves apart from all nations by their
customs[, and especially by circumcision].21 These customs may disap-
pear like all other laws of ceremonial, which have only a local significa-
tion, and the hatred of the nations may change to love.22

After this rehearsal of the concluding sentiments of the Tractatus’s third
chapter—albeit with Auerbach replacing his translation’s feminizing
Grundsätze (principles) with the Jews’ feminizing Einrichtungen (ordi-
nances; the ritual of circumcision is such an ordinance)—Meyer draws
the implications for the construction of a Jewish identity, an identity
epitomized by Spinoza: “The free Jew, who has cut loose from his own
already torn traditions is the only unbiased stranger in the world,
armed with all the weapons of the masculine intellect.”23 Signaled by
this strategic shift in terminology, the “cut[ting] loose” that apotro-
paically substitutes for the feminizing cut of circumcision, and the use
of gendered language—“manliness,” “masculine intellect”—Auerbach’s
characterization of Spinoza on the eve of emancipation portends the
Jew as the model of the virile citizen of the world.

Auerbach’s understanding of the Spinoza passage, as revealed in
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his substitution of “Einrichtungen” for “Grundsätze,” of practices in
place of principles, apparently generated other reverberations in his
own life. By 1852, when Auerbach’s son was born, most of the debates
both between reform-minded and traditional Jews and among differ-
ent communities of reformers over the meaning, healthfulness, prim-
itiveness, and aesthetics of infant circumcision had gone somewhat
into abeyance; the emerging general consensus supported the reten-
tion of the ritual—under medical supervision.24 Many German states
and cities, including Saxony and its capital Dresden where Auerbach
lived, still required the circumcision of male Jewish babies in order to
register them as legal inhabitants. Following his son’s birth, Auerbach
took on Saxony’s chief rabbi Zecharias Frankel and insisted that the
child not be circumcised; instead, Auerbach proposed a different Ein-
richtung, a ceremony at his home to welcome his son into the commu-
nity of humanity, a community that included both Jews and gentiles.
Although a lower court initially ruled in his favor, the decision was
overturned. Auerbach then returned to his native state of Württem-
berg, where circumcision was not required for civil status, and regis-
tered his son there.25 Perhaps not surprisingly, Auerbach discretely
excised from the second edition of his Spinoza novel the reference to
circumcision as the chief custom responsible for setting the Jews apart
from the nations. As far as Auerbach was concerned, circumcision was
one custom that at this time had already “disappeared.”

When he published a second edition of his translation in 1871, Auer-
bach appended a biography. It suggested psychological motivations for
Spinoza’s characterization of the Jewish people that belie the novel’s
saintly characterization of Spinoza—notably impetuosity, delight in the
attack, and bitterness toward the Jews (hervorbrechende Angriffslust und
Herbheit gegen die Juden).26 In the corresponding note, Auerbach cites
passages from chapters 1 and 9 of the Tractatus as he remarks that
Spinoza “here allowed himself a mode of expression that does not cor-
respond to his later developed, thoroughly temperate composure.”27

Auerbach also makes reference to the end of chapter 3, where Spinoza
demonstrates little sympathy for the position of the Jews in Spain and
Portugal. Then, in an apparent non sequitur, Auerbach invokes
Spinoza’s indication of a possible future Jewish state that concludes his
“testament.”28 Could this reference be a synecdochic allusion to the rest
of the “Testament,” those “furious traces of personal agitation”29 that
were too provocative even to provide page references for?

Auerbach ascribes the source of Spinoza’s intemperate remarks to
personal reasons (aus innern Gründen) and to a polemical apologia
against his excommunication. Auerbach’s judgment may also reflect
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his recognition that Spinoza’s criticism of the Jewish situation in and
separation from the gentile world had contributed to the appropria-
tion of Spinoza by gentile readers, not as the model for a third, human
identity30 but as a Judentum-repudiating Christian.

For Moses Hess,31 like Auerbach,32 Spinoza was the harbinger of
modernity, of Hess’s Holy History’s third period of the revelation or
knowledge of God. The first period—that of God the Father—follows
the Tanakh and covers creation to Second Temple Judaism. In this pe-
riod, which is guided by an orientation outward, fantasy (Phantasie)
and representation mediate knowledge of God. The second—the pe-
riod of God the Son—reigns during the first 1,500 years or more of the
Christian era. Knowledge of God is mediated by “feelings of the soul”
(Ahnung der Gemüthe), and humanity is oriented inward. The birth of
Spinoza inaugurates the third age of God the Holy Spirit. God is be-
yond representation. The revelation is neither Jewish nor Christian
but universal and apperceived by the clear light of the understanding.
Unfortunately, Hess laments, Spinoza’s significance remains largely
unrecognized or, worse, misrecognized and attacked. 

Each period of Hess’s history is gender coded. The age of the Jewish
fantasies is primarily characterized as passive and feminine; although,
in one place, Hess writes: “So the holy, manly fantasy . . . proceeds con-
stantly forward” (So schritt die heilige, männliche Phantasie).33 The age of
Christianity is largely described as active; indeed, when Hess provides a
recap of his holy history in the second division of the text, which is ad-
dressed to the future, he describes Christianity as the manly principle.34

The age is characterized by the severing of manly, spiritual religion
from effeminate, material politics; although, curiously, the period com-
mences with Christ’s passive yielding to his fate. For Hess, the third age
reunites masculine and feminine, religion and politics, spirit and body.
There and then the human proceeds with “a firm, quiet, and manly
stride” and clear consciousness on the path to “his” eternal life in
God.35 This third age, the modern, has learned its lessons from the two
great examples ( Judentum and Christianity) of what not to do. Draw-
ing obviously from the conclusion of the Tractatus’s third chapter, in
which Spinoza analogizes the recently conquered and queue-wearing
Chinese with the stateless and circumcised Jews,36 Hess says of the Jews
and the Chinese that they both died long ago but, like ghosts, are still
around. The Jews are an “ethereal fog” (a spirit without a body), and
the Chinese are a “rigid cadaver” (a body without spirit).37 

Hess returns some 25 years later to the third chapter in the Tracta-
tus, with his vision of the revival of Israel, of Jewish nationality, Rome
and Jerusalem.38 He takes his lead, as many future Zionists would with



[47]

Spinoza’s 
Election of 
the Jews

•
Jay Geller

regard to the possibility of a secular Jewish state, from an over-reading
of the “Testament’s” last clause: “some day when the opportunity
arises [so changeable are human affairs] they will establish their state
once more, and that God will chose them afresh.” Or, in Hess’s rewrit-
ing: “Spinoza conceived Judaism to be grounded in Nationalism, and
held that the restoration of the Jewish kingdom depends entirely upon
the will and courage of the Jewish people.”39 Here Hess inverts
Spinoza’s characterization of Jewish effeminization by invoking Jewish
will and courage. Spinoza remains for Hess the prophet of modernity,
but he has severed—like Spinoza in the third chapter—Judaism from
the Jews:

And finally, when after the long struggle between the pagan world of sen-
suality and barbarous force, on the one hand, and the spiritual, mystic,
Jewish view[,] on the other, the sun of modern humanitarian civilization
shed its feeble rays upon a better and more perfect world, it was a Jew
[Spinoza] who was able to signal to the world that the final stage of the
process of human development had begun.40

Hess’s optimistic 1862 solution to a world in which the separation of
Jew and gentile is taken as a racial given but not as a violent reality is re-
peated by George Eliot. Nineteenth-century England’s most important
mediator of German (largely anti-Jewish) religious critique through
her translations of David Friedrich Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu/The Life of
Jesus and Ludwig Feuerbach’s Das Wesen des Christenthums/The Essence of
Christianity,41 Eliot also worked for several years on a never-published
translation of the Tractatus42 and later on a posthumously published
(1981) translation of Spinoza’s Ethics. Her 1876 novel Daniel Deronda re-
counts her eponymous hero’s gradual coming to recognition of his Jew-
ish identity and the responsibilities such an identity entails. It is a
curious work built around a silence: the virile Deronda’s never-
mentioned circumcision.43 Spinoza explicitly emerges in a passage that
will later find its way into German Spinoza-reception (discussed further
below). It is an apparent allusion to that last clause of “Spinoza’s Testa-
ment”44 by the character Mordecai, who becomes Deronda’s guide to
Judaism before he learns the secret of his identity. Mordecai expounds: 

The heritage of Israel is beating in the pulses of millions; it lives in the
veins as a power without understanding. . . . Let the reason of Israel dis-
close itself in a great outward deed, and let there be another migration,
another choosing of Israel to be a nationality whose members may still
stretch to the ends of the earth, even as the sons of England and Germany,
whom enterprise carries afar, but who still have a national hearth and a
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tribunal of national opinion. Will any say, “It cannot be”? Baruch Spinoza
had not a faithful Jewish heart, though he had sucked the life of his intel-
lect at the breasts of the Jewish tradition. He laid bare his father’s naked-
ness and said, “They who scorn him have the higher wisdom.”45 

Mordecai’s opening figuration of Spinoza is remarkable in its possible
allusiveness. Is Eliot here anthropomorphizing “Spinoza’s Testament”
where the “breasts of the Jewish tradition” are an allusion to the femi-
nizing principles of Judentum and the father’s nakedness a reference
to the hate-inducing circumcision? Is she thereby suggesting a new
Holy Family consisting of mother Judaism, father Jewry, and little
Baruch? Or is she picking up the contemporary echoes of Spinoza’s
passage by depicting Judentum rather as an androgyne, as a feared
and/or scorned transgressor of the sexual differentiation on which
European modernity is grounded?46 Although one can only speculate
about any specific reference to the “Testament,” Mordecai’s use of cor-
poreal language clearly sets the stage, like Spinoza, for a gendered vi-
sion of the Jewish people: they embody the male virtues necessary for
the resurrection of their nation. Mordecai continues:

Yet Baruch Spinoza confessed, he saw not why Israel should not again be
a chosen nation. Who says that the history and literature of our race are
dead? Are they not as living as the history and literature of Greece and
Rome, which have inspired revolutions, enkindled the thought of
Europe, and made the unrighteous powers tremble? These were an inher-
itance dug from the tomb. Ours is an inheritance that has never ceased to
quiver in millions of human frames. (596)

Without specifically referring to Spinoza’s discussion, Mordecai
calls attention to the peculiarity of Jewish persistence. Although he
does not—unlike Spinoza—seek to explain that persistence, the dis-
cussion does then move to the topic that serves as Spinoza’s explana-
tion: gentile hatred of the Jews. To one of his auditors’, Gideon’s,
response that “Our people [that is, Jewry] have [also] inherited a good
deal of hatred. There’s plenty of curses still flying about, and stiff settled
rancor inherited from the times of persecution.” Mordecai adds:

But what wonder if there is hatred in the breasts of the Jews, who are chil-
dren of the ignorant and oppressed—what wonder since there is hatred
in the breasts of Christians? . . . The degraded and scorned of our race
will learn to think of their sacred land, not as a place for saintly beggary to
await death in loathsome idleness, but as a republic where the Jewish
spirit manifests itself in a new order founded on the old, purifies, en-
riched by the experience our greatest sons have gathered from the life of
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the ages. How long is it?—only two centuries since a vessel carried over
the ocean the beginning of the great North American nation. The people
grew like meeting waters—they were various in habit and sect—there
came a time, a century ago, when they needed a polity. . . . Let our wise
and wealthy show themselves heroes. (597)

Mordecai’s solicitation of a heroic Jewry that transforms the memories
of the past with a “vision of the better” in order to create a new polity
contrasts with the representation in the epigraph to Eliot’s chapter, a
passage from Leopold Zunz’s Die synagogale Poesie des Mittelalters. There
the Jewish hero has been, through the ages, not a founder of a new
order but instead a player in and chronicler of a history of pain and
suffering. Mordecai continues:

They have the memories of the East and West, and they have the full vi-
sion of a better [polity] . . . a covenant of reconciliation. . . . I say that the
strongest principle of growth lies in human choice. The sons of Judah
have to choose that God may again choose them. The Messianic time is
the time when Israel shall will the planting of the national ensign. . . .
Shall man, whose soul is set in the royalty of discernment and resolve,
deny his rank and say, I am an onlooker, ask no choice or purpose of me?
That is the blasphemy of this time. The divine purpose of our race is ac-
tion, choice, resolved memory. Let us contradict the blasphemy and help
to will our own better future and the better future of the world. (597–98)

Clearly, Mordecai’s apparent commentary on “Spinoza’s Testament”
is rife with the masculine language of heroism, action, choice, resolu-
tion, and will. In lieu of Spinoza’s picture of a feminizing religion im-
peding Jewry from being chosen again and reestablishing a state,
Mordecai projects a vision of a virile race choosing and changing its
national destiny.

Hess’s and Eliot’s visions contrast sharply with still later readers of
Spinoza who lived in a world where antisemitic political polemic and
pogrom became endemic and gender identities even more ossified.
The Russian Jewish physician Leo Pinsker, for example, was driven to
despair over the fate of the Jewish people following the violent pogroms
that ripped through the Pale of Settlement in 1880–81. He realized that
they were instigated as much by inflammatory newspaper articles of the
urban elite as by the assorted motivations of the ignorant rural rabble.
When Pinsker came across that crucial third-chapter passage, he had a
moment of enlightenment that eventuated in the call for the “auto-
emancipation” of the Jews: “they must become a nation.”47 

His resulting pamphlet, “Auto-Emancipation,” not only reflects the
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enthusiasm generated by the “wise and prudent” Spinoza’s assertion of
Jewish national possibilities but also offers a series of images that reflect
how the Jews’ persistence after the loss of their state—and not their
claims for chosenness—has brought on the hatred of the people.
“Among the living nations of the earth the Jews occupy the position of a
nation long since dead.” Israel did not die after the loss of its state, of its
actual existence; rather, it has continued its spiritual existence. Pinsker
then evokes the frightening image of “the uncanny form of one of the
dead walking among the living.” This “ghostlike apparition . . . makes a
strange and peculiar impression upon the imagination of the na-
tions.”48 On Wilhelm Wundt’s ethnopsychological notion of an inborn
fear of ghosts, Pinsker lays the blame for the long-festering prejudice
against the Jews, hatred of the Jews, fear of the Jews. Race and gender are
not sufficient explanations for this Judeophobia. Although discrimina-
tion directed at Jews and their need for emancipation are comparable to
the experience of blacks and women, Pinsker rather crudely notes that
Jews are of a nobler race and include men of great stature (as well as im-
portant women). Beyond the positivistic distinctions Pinsker makes
among groups is his attempt to separate the “real” Jews from the dis-
courses that figure the Jew as Negro and/or as woman(ish). Further-
more, all allegations against the Jews that blame them for their own
victimhood are just rationalizations to explain and justify the persecu-
tors’ hatred and to quiet their conscience over their evil acts. Judeopho-
bia is rooted and naturalized as demonopathy, but, unlike other ghosts
or the ghost-imagery of Moses Hess, the Jew is “a being of flesh and
blood, and suffers the most excruciating pain from the wounds in-
flicted upon it by the fearful mob who imagine it threatens them.”49

Thus, Pinsker’s call for Jewish auto-emancipation not only was cata-
lyzed by Spinoza’s deduction of a possible Jewish state but also drew on
his connection between gentile hatred and Jewish persistence. Pinsker,
however, inverted Spinoza’s argument that such hatred had facilitated
the persistence of the Jews to read that Jewish persistence had itself gen-
erated that hatred. 

Another Spinoza-influenced response to the surge of antisemitic ac-
tivity after 1879 came from a surprising source: a Christian musicolo-
gist at the University of Berlin. But Dr. Alfred Christlieb Kalischer was
not your ordinary German-Christian academic; he was born Salomo
Ludwig Kalischer, fourth son of Rabbi Zvi Kalischer, a leading reli-
gious proto-Zionist whose plans for the repatriation of the Jewish
people to Palestine are extensively cited by Hess.50 In his second con-
tribution to the Berliner Antisemitic Dispute, the 1884 Benedikt
(Baruch) von Spinoza’s Stellung zum Judenthum und Christenthum, A. C.
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Kalischer hopes to put an end to the assaults on God’s chosen people.
He asks Christians to read Romans 9–11 and those of the “Mosaic con-
fession” to attend to the long neglected and/or maligned Benedikt
von Spinoza, “the greatest creative Spirit of Israel since the birth of
Christ.” Like Hess, Kalischer compares Spinoza to Christ—pure and
stainless, having an air of the unexplainable, the spirit of the Hebrew
prophets, and a breeze from the future about him.51 Kalischer argues
that an understanding of the third chapter of the Tractatus is perhaps
most important for his and Germany’s present situation. He writes that
the idea of chosenness is the only thing that das Volk Israel has raised to
a religious dogma, and, because of maintaining this dogma, which is
not without any kernel of truth, they have suffered “misery, wretched-
ness, anguish, and death pangs.”52 

After citing the leading nineteenth-century German novelist Gustav
Freytag on the heroic courage (Heldenmuth) of these weaponless
folk,53 Kalischer expresses his disagreement with Spinoza’s judgment
of Jewish chosenness as indexed by statehood. Instead he argues that
the Diaspora is providential; its purpose is to further God’s goal of a
united humanity. He then cites the last two pages from Auerbach’s
translation of the third chapter (omitting only the paragraph on the
Chinese), which Kalischer later describes as Spinoza’s “corpus delecti”
that caused so much bad blood both among the Jews and between
them and the gentiles.54 Kalischer follows his extended Spinoza cita-
tion with Auerbach’s commentary on the passage as well as a longer
version of the selection discussed above from Daniel Deronda (though
complaining of its “sickening sentimentality”). In line with the medi-
cal imagery that pervades late-nineteenth-century discourse on the
Jews,55 he calls Spinoza one of the “true physicians [echten Heilärzten]
[who are prepared to provide] a fundamentally radical cure without
any palliative” for having written these pages. He also speculates that,
if Spinoza were alive today (that is, 1884), he would abandon his mis-
taken argument that the sign of “the highest tastelessness, uncleanness
and aesthetic chaos,” circumcision, has preserved the Jews.56 

Then Kalischer asks whether Spinoza would have achieved more
fame had he kept silent about this “truth,” his truth. To answer his rhe-
torical question, Kalischer inverts Spinoza’s judgment of Judentum
and applies it to him: “[H]ad he [not] opened his mouth, he would
have manifested a very effeminate nature and not [been] that proud,
heroic thinker valued by the world.”57 With this move, Kalischer be-
trays a rhetorical trope that became utilized by both Spinoza’s support-
ers and detractors—displacing the ascribed gendered identity from
the Jews to Spinoza.
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From Emancipation to Entmannung

In an age of gender crisis, of concerns about individual and national vi-
rility, of effeminacy and degeneracy, ascriptions of effeminacy would
render the Jews unfit for citizenship and a threat to the nation’s
health.58 Consequently, Jewish critics after 1870 have sought to defuse
the force of Spinoza’s reference to Jewish feminization. Some describe
this clause as, in the words of the philosopher Rabbi Manuel Joël, the
“poisonous addition”;59 others dismiss the explicit reference to the ef-
feminacy of the Jews either cavalierly or with silence. Some make yet
another move: they dwell on the meaning of the “addition” in order to
question Spinoza’s male qualities. 

Foremost among Spinoza’s despisers was the Jewish philosopher
and neo-Kantian Hermann Cohen, who unleashed diatribe after dia-
tribe against Spinoza’s notions of the state and religion as well as
against his understandings of Judaism and Christianity. Where
Spinoza sees no necessary relationship between Jewish practices and
Jewish religious principles, Cohen finds practice and principle, Gesetz
and Geist , in Judentum as inextricably bound together. As discussed
above in his “Testament,” Spinoza distinguishes a practice (here, spe-
cifically, circumcision) from feminizing principles, but Cohen sees
only the essence of Judentum in both references. Hence, he describes
this clause as one of “demonic” irony. Cohen claims that Spinoza in-
sists the Jewish people must abandon what60 preserves them—and
here is the irony—but the now vernichtete Volk, the now-defunct people,
thereby gains the possibility of a resurrected state. Cohen himself
would indulge in such irony when he asserts that the contradictions in
Spinoza’s argument indicate that the inborn love of one’s own people
would overcome [the German reads übermannt—overmanned]
Spinoza’s hardness of heart.61 Was Spinoza’s sin then a matter for
Cohen of logical contradiction, or was the sin one of confirming the
anti-Jewish representations of the dominant culture? Exacerbating the
situation for Cohen is that Spinoza had been granted such authorita-
tive status by gentile culture. He was the exceptional Jew, the Jew who
almost transcends his Jewishness for figures such as Schopenhauer,
Dühring, and von Hartmann (no friends of the Jews here);62 Spinoza’s
assertion is both anti-Jewish—since one is known by the company one
keeps or by which one is kept—and treasonous.63

Although avoiding an explicit citation of our passage—he employs
instead Joël’s phrase, “the poisonous addition”—the philosopher
Jacob Freudenthal employs similar gender language in the first mod-
ern biography of Spinoza (1904). Freudenthal comments that
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Spinoza’s discussion of the singular responsibility of circumcision for
the preservation of the Jewish people reveals that “despite often prov-
ing his courage [Spinoza] cannot be said to have been free of unmanly
fear.”64 Another fervent Spinozist of the early twentieth century, the
philosopher and convert to Christianity Constantin Brunner (né Leo
Wertheimer), also endeavors to avoid discussing this passage. Yet as
Siegfried Hessing points out in his 1977 prologue to the sequel of his
original 1933 Spinoza Festschrift, this time marking the three hun-
dredth anniversary of Spinoza’s death, Brunner virtually reproduces
the passage in his diatribe against Zionism in Der Judenhass und die
Juden. Brunner’s passage is rife with the language of cutting/schneiden
(Zerschneidung, zerschnittene)65 as well as (now impotent) phallic imag-
ery. Regarding Zionist “dreams” of reinstalling a Jewish state in Pales-
tine, Brunner writes: “A nail sticks in the wall, but once taken out, it is
no use to put it back into the old hole: it will not stay there anymore.”66

In perhaps the most abrupt elision of this addition, Julius
Wellhausen—Spinoza’s eventual successor in desanctifying the text of
the “Old Testament”—concluded his article on the history of “Israel”
for the famous ninth edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica with a long
passage from Spinoza. Here the reader encounters Spinoza’s discus-
sion of Jewish preservation: from his lack of surprise over that peculiar
fact to the first clause of our much-discussed sentence. In Well-
hausen’s hands, Spinoza once again became prophet; this time, how-
ever, Spinoza prophesied the “extinction of Judaism.” Where Cohen
saw in “Spinoza’s Testament” a logical contradiction between preser-
vation and extinction, Wellhausen read a still deferred desire: “The
persistency of the race may of course prove a harder thing to overcome
than Spinoza had supposed.”67 Wellhausen had no desire to continue
the passage, because to broach the feminization of the Jewish mind
would also open up the possibility of the Jewish people abandoning
their fundamental passivity and dependence and, if historical condi-
tions so permit it, restoring their state. 

But, as noted at the beginning of this article, the political philoso-
pher Leo Strauss had no such fear in confronting the feminization of
Judaism.68 As a student in Weimar Germany, he had turned to Spinoza
in search of a more masculine Jewish philosophy.69 The perceived ne-
cessity of undertaking such a search thereby confirmed, if not Spinoza’s
judgment, then the internalization of how the dominant culture saw
male Jews of all persuasions and professions: as feminized, as a threat to
devirilize the male public sphere, and thereby as potential subverters of
the world of fixed identities and traditional power relations. 

In his 1932 “Das Testament Spinozas,” Strauss conceded that the
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feminization line was “extremely questionable”—and even “unintelli-
gible.”70 After rhetorically asking whether Spinoza had forgotten what
consolation Judaism had given to the victims of the Inquisition,
Strauss, as Spinoza’s mouthpiece, responded: Consolation is fine, but
a state needs religion to edify and provide the force to command. Pace
Cohen and Wellhausen, Strauss saw no contradiction at work in
“Spinoza’s Testament.” Spinoza for him is making a distinction be-
tween the practices of the Jews and the religious principles, doctrines,
and beliefs that underlie Judaism. The rituals can remain to preserve
the nation; that they have so far was no miracle, just historical law. The
principles, doctrines, and beliefs are what impede the renewal of the
state. The Jewish state has no need for Judaism, and Judaism has no
need for the state.71 Unfortunately, Strauss was living at a time when
the dominant culture recognized neither contradiction nor distinc-
tion. And ritual circumcision reinforced the representation of the
feminized male Jew—whether the sexless Yeshiva bocher or the (like
Woman) sex-driven, black-haired young Jewish truant stalking Euro-
pean maidenhood.72 

One more heir to “Spinoza’s Testament” would appear before the
descendants of Spinoza’s contemporaries were deluged by the Shoah:
Sigmund Freud. This passage served as a palimpsest on which Freud
composed his only extended study of the skandalon of Judentum:
Moses and Monotheism (1939). As I have argued elsewhere,73 Freud’s last
completed work (like the third chapter of the Tractatus) knots anti-
semitism, circumcision, gendered Jewish identity, and persistence.
Reading Freud as one last stop in the reception history of “Spinoza’s
Testament”74 helps clarify many of the innumerable puzzling aspects
of Moses and Monotheism, including the curious final paragraph of
Freud’s text. There Freud concedes that, while his investigation has
shed some light on how the Jewish people came to acquire their char-
acteristic qualities, less light (weniger Aufklärung) has been shed on the
problem (das Problem) of how the Jews “have been able to retain their
individuality till the present day.”75 

Of course, the reader does not realize that this was a problem for
Freud until the opening lines of the second part of the third essay of
Moses, when it emerges like Harry Lime in the Third Man. And Freud’s
text, despite his final protestation, had answered the question: from
the extensive concern followed abruptly by a virtual abandonment of
his leitmotif—what he refers to as the Leitfossil circumcision—to the
gendered aspect of Freud’s construction of Jewish identity, he repeat-
edly emphasized the masculine character of Judentum. Yet to acknowl-
edge the answer was also to recognize the threat and danger that
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answer posed. Unlike many of his predecessors in this reception his-
tory, Freud could not rhetorically elide the question of Jewish persis-
tence, even if he managed to displace its answer; the times had
changed. Tragically, Freud’s belated attempt in Moses and Monotheism
to distinguish gentile castration fantasies from Jewish masculine—
albeit circumcised—actuality was to no avail. And pace Spinoza, instead
of preservation, revelation of the inscribed symbol of the covenant
promised death.76

Yet, though Spinoza was no seer—and would not claim to be one,
for by his own definition he privileged the intellect over the prophet’s
power of imagination—the philosopher-cum-lensmaker did become,
as assimilating Jewry crossed the boundaries into European modernity
and its public sphere, both a focal point for and the site of the contes-
tation over Jewish identity. This article has chronicled the reception
history of “Spinoza’s Testament” and its combination of circumcision,
gender, statelessness, and persistence by which he would explain the
gentile hatred of the Jews. Whether as spur or proleptic anticipation,
its image of a threatening, persisting, circumcised, and feminized Ju-
dentum would not only emerge in the discourses of Jewish identity by
both Jew and gentile but also crystallize in the appropriations and re-
pudiations of both Spinoza and his Tractatus. Consequently, these in-
terpretations of the “Testament” were less mimetic rewrites than
mirrors of European representation practices that developed in the
face of Jewish claims for human status and endeavored to render the
Jew as an abject, gendered, and sexualized (and racial) body. 

Notes

Earlier versions of this article have been presented to the Graduate Honours 
Class: Religion and Culture, Faculty of Theology, University of Leiden, May 
2000, and to the Sigmund-Freud-Gesellschaft at the Freud Museum in Vienna, 
April 2001. I would like to thank Professors Kalman Bland and Willi Goetschel as 
well as the anonymous JSS readers for their helpful comments and suggestions.
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