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Book Review
Irvin Yalom, The Spinoza Problem, Basic Books, 2012, |SBN: 0465029639, 321 pages.

ReviEweD BY Lou MARINOFF
THE CiTy CoLLEGE oF NEw Y ORK

The Spinoza Problemisthethird and most recent novel in'Yalom'strilogy of philosophica fiction. He
had previoudy and imaginatively treated Nietzsche (1992) and Schopenhauer (2005), and haslately turned
hiscreative attentionsto Spinoza. But in thiscase' Yalom encountered afascinating twist. In the process of
researching thelifeand times of the redoubtabl e Jewi sh-Portuguese-Dutch philosophical genius, which
drew Yadom eventualy to the SpinozaMuseum in Rijnsburg, Yalom discovered that the Nazishad aspecid
interest in Spinozatoo.

Given hislove of double-entendre (evident for examplein previousworks, from Lying onthe Couch
to The Schopenhauer Cure), Yalomlit upon the perfect titlefor thiswork. “ The Spinoza Problem” is
actualy atriple-entendre. Itsmost obvious denotation isthe problem Spinoza s moderni stic philosophy
and theol ogy posed to hisorthodox theocratic Jewish community, which culminated in hisexcommunica-
tion. A second problem became apparent to Yalom early onin hisresearch: while Spinoza's philosophy
speaksrichly and amply for itself, we know preciouslittle about the man. Thereisadearth of dataabout
the privatelife of Baruch Spinoza— apaucity of personal correspondence, journals, biographies by
contemporaries, and so forth — and there exists not even one authenticated image of him: neither a
painting, nor alithograph, nor ascul pturethat can be confirmed asgenuinelikeness. Thethird meaning of
“the Spinozaproblem” was unearthed by Yalom in thewritten record kept by an assistant to Nazi Party
ideologueAlfred Rosenberg, who expropriated Spinoza slibrary during the Nazi occupation of Holland.
Thisthird meaning givesthe nove itstrue bite, and deep-seated purchase not only in the foundations of
psychoanalysis, but alsointhe history of World War 11 in Europe, and perennially inthe possibility of
transcendent moral responseto persecution.

Intermsof literary structure, Yalom hasartfully pulled off afeat that could easily backfireinthe hands
of aless-gifted novelist; namely, theinterleaving of two temporally-separated plots. Spinoza'sstory un-
foldsin 17th-century Holland; Rosenberg's, in 20th-century Germany. Thenove’schaptersalternate back
and forth between these two settings, each focused on adifferent facet of the problem Spinoza' slifeand
legacy posed. Thusthereader isled by alternating stages down two historical paths, separated by three
centuriesyet conjoined by acommon philosophical denominator. These pathsultimately convergeinthe
epilogue, inwhich Yalom reveals how his variations on The Spinoza Problem emerged from hisre-
searches. Sothe novel’srather unique structure presentsthe reader with alternating flashbacks (to the
protagonist Spinoza slifeand times) and rel ative flash-forwards (to the antagoni st Rosenberg'slifeand
times), yet with the overarching contextual awarenessthat the narrator himself occupiesafurther-future
time (namely our own). Theoverall effect isdramaticaly pleasing, and wonderfully crafted.

Persecution isan inescapableleitmotif of thenovel, and (likeitstitle) hasthreemain facets. Thefirst
andthird facetspresent persecutioninitsmost rabidly murderousforms: Thelnquisitoria purgesof [berian
Jewry that led to the exodus of Spinoza sfamily (among many others) to tolerant Holland, and the Nazi
genocideof European Jewry inthe Holocaust (and theinability of most of themtofleeat dl). Sandwiched
between thesetwo historical outburstsof fanatical ideologica hatred and heinous mass-murder, ween-
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counter another form of persecution entirely: thephysically non-harmful but socidly devastating excommu-
nication of Spinozaby hisown people, who themsealves have suffered, and whose descendentswill suffer,
persecutionsof themost atrociouskinds.

Yaom explorestwo ironiesbehind Spinoza s ostracism by Amsterdam’s Sephardic Jewish commu-
nity. First and most obviousistheir desireto preservetheir precious but aso precarious freedom of
religiousworshipintheir adopted nation, Holland, which entailsaproscription against hereticsarisngin
their own midst. For whilethereativefreedomsof 17th century Holland allowed religiouscommunitiesin
the Judeo-Chrigtian tradition to adopt textsand liturgiesmore-or-less of their own choosing, noindividual
wasfreeto repudiatethe normsof hisgroup without imperiling thegroup’s* charter rights’” and obligations
to perpetuateitsown internal theocracy, which actually conduced to the stability of the State viaeach
group’ stheocratic exercise of socia and political control. Perhapsthe Dutch had read their Gibbon, who
opinedthat “ Thevarious modes of worship that prevailed in the Roman world, wereal considered by the
people, asequally true; by the philosopher, asequally false; and by the magistrates, asequally useful.”
(Gibbon, Ch. 2).

Yalom— himself afree-thinker and self-described “ iconoclast” (pageix) — keenly appreciatesthat
Spinoza' s*“crime’ against hisown Jewish community was nothing other than being thefirst truly modern
manin early modern Holland. Spinozadared to worship God in hisown non-anthropomorphic and natu-
ralisticway, daredtointerpret scriptureasallegorica and not literal, dared to challenge the authority of the
rabbis, dared to supposethat all religionswere spiritual manifestations of auniversal and transcendent
humanistic yearning to merge with the cosmos, and dared to alege that theingtitutionalization of religions
produced corrupt theocrats, whose chief interest wasthe sustenance of power through the maintenance of
infantile supergtitionsand theimposition of irrational dogmas. In hisportrayal of Spinozaasaprescient
modernist, whosethen-heretical viewsare utterly unremarkabl e within postmodern and post-Christian
spherestoday, Yalom makesanimplicit casefor methodological individualism: thethesisthat significant
higtorica changesstem from themindsof individua visionaries, and not fromtheblind forcesof historicism
(e.g. seeVon Mises 1949, Popper 1957, Arrow 1994).

A second irony, craftily posited and cleverly exploited by Yalom, isthat Alfred Rosenberg’ s anti-
Semitic antipathy toward Spinozaarouses severe cognitive dissonance, precisely because of Rosenberg's
unhappy redization that hisnoble“ Aryan” hero Goethe credited Spinozaashissupreme mentor. TheNazi
ideology with which Rosenberg had poisoned himsalf (al ong with so many others) proclaimed that Jews
are“inferior.” How then could Goethe, acerebral Gbermensch of the* Master Race,” have prostrated
himsdlf intellectualy at thefeet of thisJew?

Aforlorn hopeoccurred to Yalom’sRosenberg: since the Jews had excommuni cated Spinoza, hewas
thereforenolonger aJew, but rather an ex-Jew. Thisresol ution speedily failed, however, becausetheNazi
ideol oguewas hoist with hisown sanguinary petard, namely the myth of “ Jewish blood.” Sincethishypo-
thetical ratiocination springsfrom Yalom’sfertileimagination, it may also be hisway of rehearsingthe
perennial question“WhoisaJew?’ (important to the Nazisfor diabolical reasons, and to Jewsfor re-
demptiveones, inlight of Isradl’sLaw of Return) and of highlighting theenormousdivide between ghettoized
medieva observant Jewry and postmodern assimilated non-observant Jewry, achasmthat only acolossus
like Spinozacould have bridged.

For Spinoza sexcommunication did not transform himinto ahermit; it merely uprooted himfromhis
tightly-knit Jewish milieu, and transplanted himinto amorefreewheding circle of tolerant Christian schol-
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ars, natural philosophers, and intellectua admirers. Spinozaapparently sustained afew important friend-
shipsand correspondencesin the Christian world (e.g. with Henry Oldenburg and Christian Huygens),
among luminarieswho, likehimself, hel ped to awaken Europefromitsecclesiastical coma, andto usherin
the Enlightenment.

Shiftingtothefuture, asthenove doesso adraitly, it falstoimaginary Freudian psychoanayst Friedrich
Pfister to attempt and ultimately fail to cut the Gordian knot in Rosenberg’ s psyche. The German psychia-
trist Pfister mirrorsthe Spinoza-Goethe mentor-disciplere ationship, in that hispsychoandytic mentor, Dr.
Karl Abraham, isaso Jewish (andispossibly Yaom'savatar inthenovel). Yalom utilizestheir hypothetical
deliberationsboth to credit Spinozaasan unrecognized primogenitor of psychiatry, and to air apoignant
ethical dilemma, reminding usinthe processthat the most conscientious psychiatristsare al so conspicu-
oudy philosophica beings. Thecrux of their dilemmaisthat a“ successful” cureof their patient Rosenberg
(towhichthey arecommitted asdoctors) would potentially empower him to wreak even greater havoc as
aNazi ideologue (to which they are opposed ashumanists). But their dilemmaisultimately mooted by
Rosenberg’ sresistanceto treatment. ThusYaom generoudy and selflessly impliesthat, at least onceina
while, aparticular failure of psychiatry might beavery good thing for humanity in generd, or at least the
lesser of twoevils.

AsYaom suggestsand methodol ogical individuaistsargue, the del ectabl efruits of the Enlightenment
gprang from seedsplanted by apreciousfew Early Modern thinkers, including Bacon, Descartes, Spinoza,
and Hobbes. Like hiscontemporary Spinoza, Thomas Hobbes (“the monster of Mamesbury”) posited a
material God, excoriated organized religion as“taespublicly alowed” (Hobbes1651), and drew himsalf
into mortal danger with the publication of Leviathan, hismagnum opusand the cornerstone of modern
political science and empirical psychology alike. Aswith Spinoza sworks, Hobbes's Leviathan was
immediately placed on Roman Church’sIndex of banned books, asure sign of itsimportance. Hobbes's
“atheism” and other “ blagphemies’ werea so cited by the House of Commonsas* aprobable cause of the
Great Fireand Great Plague of London” (Mintz, p.62). Only great philosophers, it seems, are capabl e of
being praised with such loud and extravagantly convol uted damns.

Hobbesread Spinoza's Tractatus, whichimpressed him so mightily that hewryly wrotethat Spinoza
had outdistanced him*“abar’slength” (Caitlin 1922, p.58). Spinoza’slinguistic abilitieswere apparently
“confined” to Hebrew, Latin, Greek, Portuguese, Spanish, and Dutch, and we have no evidencethat he
read Hobbes sLeviathan. But Spinoza'slibrary apparently contained Hobbes's Elementa Philosophica
De Cive,! and Karl Jaspers (1974, p.73) is surely not alonein recognizing that Spinozawas clearly
influenced by Hobbes, inwhom hefound akindred, isolated, persecuted, fearless, prophetic spirit, a
fellow intellectua pariah and socid |eper, smilarly destined to scandalize regnant theocratsand shapethe
civicfuturesof yet-to-be emancipated masses. If, asYa om takespainsto claim, Spinozaisto becredited
asaprimogenitor of psychiatry, then Hobbes certainly deservesparalle recognition. His 1651 Leviathan
not only originatesthe entire substance of Freud's 1929 Civilization and Its Discontents; it also antici-
patessevera of Freud's* ground-breaking” methodological insights, along withthe DSM .2

Returningtotheleitmotif of persecution, Yalom doesyeoman’ swork in distinguishing two kindsthereof:
lethal versusliberating. The pyresof the Inquisition and the ovens of the Holocaust were ghastly end-
productsof premeditated mass-murder, fueled by deranged i deol ogueswho destroyed human livesand
incinerated human flesh. By contrast, the persecution and excommunication of Baruch Spinozawasen-
acted for the preservation of hiscommunity from precisely these other kinds of perils, and moreover was
not intended to terminate hislife or annihilate hisflesh. No Jew sought to be condemned and burned by the
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Inquisition, or gassed and cremated by the Nazis; whereas Spinozaactively and willingly sought hisex-
communication and permanent ostracism by therabbis, the better to liberate hisrationa mind fromthe
fettersof irrational superstition and coerced indoctrination. Spinoza’ s persecution was necessary for his
liberation, and heknew it.

Itisworth pausing to observethat methodol ogicd individuadismisnot entirely incompatiblewith wesker
versionsof historicism. For example, Japanese Buddhist leader Daisaku Ikeda (2012) aversthat the
persecution of seminal philosophicd, religious, and politica reformersisinevitable— a*law of history”
that hasoperated ubiquitoudly, invirtually every generation and corner of theworld.

What Yaom’snovel strongly implies, but leavesunsaid, isthefollowing psychological hypothesis. That
tribesof reigiousfanaticsor political ideologueswho resort to hating or murdering othersmust be suffering
from monumenta inferiority complexesthemsdves (aswasclearly the casewith Rosenberg). By contrast,
tribesof believerswho keep to themsa ves, who do not prosel ytize or otherwise seek converts, and whose
worst punishment for indigenous hereticsisostracism, must think correspondingly highly of themselves,
and aretherefore bound to attract persecutions of the hateful and murderouskind, and especially from
proselytizers. Thishasbeen thefate of the Jewish peoplefrom timeimmemorial. Self-worth hasdemon-
strablesurviva vaue, albeit at ahorrific price; whereas self-hatred isbut aprel udeto other- and, inevita-
bly, self-destruction. Nietzsche (1974, p.317) recogni zed that the Jewish people* possessthe art of adapt-
ability par excellence,” which applieswith equal forceto Spinoza s Sephardic-Dutch community, and to
the outcast Spinozahimself. But Nietzsche (1968, p.134) also observed that “ The Jews are the most
remarkabl e nation of world history because, faced with the question of being or not being, they preferred,
with aperfectly uncanny conviction, being at any price.” Yaom'staleemphatica ly instantiatesNietzsche's
observations, both in Spinoza stimesand — far more horrifically — in Rosenberg's.

Onemight also wonder whether Yalom’s strong identification with Spinoza, whom he unreservedly
portraysasakind of secular saint, isimpelled by morethan historical and philosophical fascination. Per-
haps'Ya om too has been persecuted by his*“tribe” — in hiscaserank-and-file psychiatrists, aswedded to
their dogmasasany other group of “true believers,” possibly scandalized by Yalom’siconoclasm, or
reminded by hisbrillianceof their ordinariness. If so, thenwriting thisnove about Spinozawould havehad
therapeutic valuefor Yaom himself, just asreading Spinozahad smilar valuefor Goethe.

Findly, I would beremissnot to mention that Ya om hasal so cast Spinozain therole of aphilosophical
practitioner. How so?At thevery outset, and with some historical justification, Yalom narratesascenein
which aPortuguese refugee named Franco, whose father was murdered by the Inquisitionfor practicing
Judaismin Portugal, cannot at the sametimesubscribeuncritically to the same Judaism heismercifully free
to practicein Holland. Wishing to honor hisfather by observing Judaism, whileat the sametimeseeking to
nurturehisownintellectua curiosity by chalenging dogmeatic Judaism, placeshiminadifficult bind. Spinoza
helpshim to resolve hisdilemma. So philosophical counsalorsoweadebt to Yalom, both for hisimagina:
tion and hisacumenin casting Spinozainthissautary role.

Beyondthis, it transpiresthat Francowas* referred” to Spinozaby atreacherousand vengeful Jewish
compatriot, for the purpose of diciting heresiesthat could then be used to justify hisexcommunication.
When discovering this, the saintly Spinozaseeksonly to help Franco further, befriending himmoreclosdly,
aleviating hiscrisis, and encouraging hisembarkation on arabbinical path. Here Yalom portrays Spinoza
asthe consummeate philosophical practitioner — someonewho not only helpsothersattain their potential,
but who moreover leads an exemplary life, unsullied by negative emaotions, immuneto mental toxins,
compassionateto afault. Yalom depicts Spinozaas akind of bodhisattva— arole model for usall.
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Revisting Yaom'sphilosophicd trilogy, weimmediately perceiveasdient distinction between hisnov-
el sabout Nietzsche and Schopenhauer onthe one hand, and Spinozaon the other. Their common denomi-
nator is, of course, theimmense solitude each of these philosophersinhabited, the unbridgeabl e chasm that
separated each from the bosom of family, the embrace of community, and the pale of society. Periods of
solitude are necessary for every philosopher at onetimeor another, for our degpest contemplationscannot
surface amidst theinterminable hubbub and commotion, conflict and chaos, of turbulent human relation-
ships. Philosophersfrom every conceivabl e school (along with spiritual aspirantsfrom myriad traditions)
have derived enormous benefitsfrom periods of solitary meditation and contemplation.

Yet our primate origins underscore an evol utionary need for the company of others. Primatol ogist
Robert Yerkes quipped “ One chimpanzeeisno chimpanzee” (Midgley 1978). The human equival ent of
thisobservation was uttered long ago by Aristotle: “ Toliveaone, one must be either abeast or agod”;
though God-dayer Nietzsche added athird (self-evident) possibility: one could also be aphilosopher
(Nietzsche 1968). Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, and Spinozaall produced their enduring worksin solitude.
But thedistinction, well-reflected in Yalom’snovels, isthis: Nietzsche and Schopenhauer suffered from
thelr isolation, terribly at times, which exacerbated their arrogance, resentment, misogyny, and misan-
thropy. But Spinozaddighted in hissolitude, which liberated him to devel op hisclarity, humanity, compas-
sion, and loveof reasontothefull.

Perhapsit boilsdown to therealization that Nietzsche and Schopenhauer excommunicated them-
selves, whereas Spinozawas excommunicated by others. Yalom'snovel on Nietzscheleft mewiththe
impression of astand-off: Nietzsche' s scathing intellect, monumental egotism, intense solitude, and pro-
phetic powersproveall-but-insurmountabl e defensesto the prying psychotherapist Breuer, whileat the
sametime Breuer’sown unresol ved creative ambitions, and hisboredom with an insufferably bourgeois
family life, arestirred up by hiscontact with Nietzsche. Yalom’snovel on Schopenhauer conveyed the
distinct messagethat, from apsychiatric perspective, Schopenhauer was emotionally disturbed and so-
cidly dysfunctiona but — unlike Nietzsche— might have been curable by psychotherapy.

Onthat basis| confessto having migudged Yalom, for histreatment of Schopenhauer struck meas
continuation of the legacy of posthumousanalysesof historical figuresgreat and terrible (e.g. Luther,
Gandhi, Stalin) by ambitious psychiatristsand psychologistsalike (respectively Erikson 1958, Erikson
1969, Fromm 1973) who were possibly bored with their own more pedestrian patients, and yearned to
hitch their psychoanal ytic wagonsto the starsof human history, possibly inorder to“prove” that psycho-
logical theoriesresemblescientificlaws, intermsof their genera applicability over cross-cultural space-
time, and thusto repudiaterelativistic chargesthat (for example) Freud'stheorieswere productsof his
peculiar clienteleand their Victorian Vienneseethos. (E.g. “'Freud wasaproduct of hisZeitgeist, of fin-de-
siecleVienng,” Kurzweil 1998, p.13)

The Soinoza Problemhasirrevocably altered my previousjudgmentsof Yalom'’sphilosophicd fiction,
and of hispossible motivesfor writing such works. | believe hetruly seeksto plumb the depths of the
human mind and itsmyriad workings, and so heiscompelled to dive asdeeply asthe deepest thinkers,
some of whom turn out to be philosophers, and to expl ore with them the profundities and mysteries of
human mentation initsremotest (and even most foreboding) regions. And because Yalomisunafraid to
conduct such explorations, heisableto discover that Spinoza' s bodhisattvaway” enablesmanto endure
the unendurabl ewith equanimity and grace, and without aneed for psychotherapy, whilethe unexamined
delusonsand maignant mind-statesof religiousand palitica fanaticsmisguidemenintoinflicting unimagin-
ableinjusticesupon their fellows, and ultimately upon themsel ves, whileremaining beyond the reach of



Lou Marinoff 950

psychotherapy. If only more peoplecould or would live Spinoza sphilosophy, at |east as Ya om portraysit,
then theworld would seefewer fanatics, need fewer psychotherapists, and would abound with more self-
perfected beings.

Notes

1. For the contents of Spinoza'slibrary, seee.g.
http://www.spinozaetnous.org/modul es.php?name=News& file=article& sid=24

2. For representative quotes from Hobbes, see e.g.
http:/Amwww.rati onallyspesakingpodcast.org/show/rs48-phil osophical -counseling.html
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