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For reasons that are both historical and theoretical, for a long time the thought of Hobbes and that 

of Spinoza were considered to be closely related and, consequently, one endeavored to compare and 

contrast them. But today, it no longer comes to anyone’s mind to confuse them, nor even to place 

them on the same line, as if they developed, in distinct but nonexclusive forms, a common doctrinal 

position. After all, Spinoza himself, toward the end of his life in 1674, in response to a question 

posed by Jarig Jelles, explicated this ‘difference’—this is the very term used by Spinoza: discrimen—

which Hobbes, at more or less the same time reading the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, had not been 

able to perceive with the same acuity. 

However, it is not sufficient to state that two philosophies are different, and to take stock of 

the points on which they diverge; one must consider this difference itself and try to explain it: this is 

the question that Gilbert Boss has formulated with exemplary clarity and exhaustiveness in his work 

on Hume and Spinoza.2 As soon as one has shown how the thought of Hobbes and Spinoza diverge 

on this or that point, one must evidently ask after the reason, or reasons, for this divergence, and 

attempt to draw out its properly philosophical meaning. For the difference that separates forms of 

philosophical thought can be schematically presented in three different ways: one can say either that 

they reasoned from premises so far removed from one another that they could only have been led to 

conclusions no less distant; or that, based on common premises, they reasoned in such distinct ways 

that they could only have progressively moved away from one another; or finally that, all at once, 

based on incompatible principles and developing incompatible argumentative procedures, they differ 

in a manner that one could call radical, such that even the attempt to bring them together becomes 

problematic. These three scenarios are in no way exclusive of one another; by identifying them, we 

have only laid out the means for typifying the question of the difference between philosophies, and 

for attenuating it. 

 

1. First of all, let us pose the question of principles. Today one thing has become clear: if the 

thought of Hobbes and that of Spinoza differ, it is at the level of their premises, in terms of what 

one could call, even though this expression is not exactly appropriate for either of these authors, 

first philosophy. Historically, in the 17th century, and up until recently, the confrontation between 

Hobbes and Spinoza was set up on the terrain of political philosophy, as incidentally it was set up 

from the start, in Jelles’ question to Spinoza. And it must be said that, for a reader of Spinoza’s first 

Treatise, this would be the central issue, since the conception laid out in the Tractatus Theologico-

Politicus, and in particular Chapter 16, seems to be analogous to the one Hobbes had laid out thirty 

years earlier, and which was then well-known. One could maintain, at the limit, that if Spinoza 
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endeavored, throughout his entire life, to write a second Treatise, which would actually develop a 

new political theory, irreducible to the first in its essential points—the question of the contract3 

being crucial in this regard—it would be precisely in order to resolve this difficulty, and thus to 

respond in the most complete way possible to the question posed in Letter 50, that is, in order to 

better ‘discriminate’ his philosophy from that of Hobbes, and to eliminate any confusions that his 

earlier work may have engendered on this subject. Under these conditions, one can understand how 

Hobbes and Spinoza could have seemed to be assimilable for so long, or at least as being in 

permanent dialogue with one another. But if the question posed by Jelles bore not on political 

philosophy, but on natural philosophy, and if Spinoza had had the occasion to explain himself at this 

level, no doubt things would appear in a very different light: it would become apparent that, for both 

of these two thinkers, political theory, far from constituting an autonomous totality, is only an 

element within a larger whole, whose doctrinal orientation actually rests on other bases. And, 

consequently, it would seem less obvious to present the two philosophers as related, since, grasped 

in their first principles, of which the analysis of society would only be the development of certain 

consequences, they would appear incompatible. 

It is necessary to consider here a single point, which is crucial: the question of conatus. 

According to Hobbes, conatus is the differential of movement, which is measured at the level of the 

individual existence of body-substances by its impetus, and it is tied to the principle of an organic 

circulation, which is by definition carried out in a closed cycle, and whose initial model seems to be 

the theory of the circulation of blood developed by Harvey. This movement is undertaken from a 

perspective of regulation, and thus of preservation. Hobbes’ entire doctrine of affects is immediately 

inscribed within this definition of conatus as the expression of a finite corporeal order: humans must 

always want more so as not to have less;4 their desires are, in their very nature, marked by a negative 

determination, most clearly in fear, which drives them endlessly to seek compensations for this 

fundamental limitation which constitutes them in their finite being. And so it is this perpetual fear of 

‘lacking’ which engenders in them a ratiocinating activity of calculation, a direct expression of their 

essential finitude. 

In the Spinozist conception of conatus, one would look in vain for something that would 

evoke any such negativity: if Spinoza, unlike Hobbes, does not see any need to complete the concept 

of conatus with that of impetus, it is because he thinks conatus from the perspective of an opening and 

not a closure, as a movement which bears in itself its impetus, from which it is thus not to be 

distinguished, and this because it is the expression, not of the finitude of a single body, completely 

folded in on itself, but of substance, simultaneously extended and thinking, and its infinity. An 

entirely positive manifestation of a power to exist which is that of nature as a whole, conatus is what, 
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for Spinoza, bears in itself the condition, for any individual form, of its adjustment to a common 

order, which is not restricted to the boundaries of a strictly human order. This is precisely why 

Spinoza introduced into his doctrine a distinction between passive affects and active affects, which 

is, in its spirit, foreign to Hobbes. For Hobbes, human conduct, insofar as it is ‘moved’ by the 

conatus, is immediately finished [finalisée], in the sense that it is led to relate and coordinate means and 

ends; in other words, to fear and to reason are two manifestations, different in their expression, but 

homogenous in their fundamental motivation, and so continuous with one another, of one and the 

same conduct. According to Spinoza, by contrast, if humans are born naturally ignorant of the 

causes that lead them to act, and are thus inclined to fix their desires on imaginary objects that 

oppose them to themselves at the same time that they are opposed to one another, it is for a reason 

that does not have to do with the essential nature of their affects, since the latter are not necessarily 

alienating in principle; and this is also why a calculus, pursued in the framework proper to the 

second kind of knowledge, does not suffice to indicate the path of liberation to them: for that, 

something more is necessary, a kind of return to the sources of the conatus, which liberates human 

affects, rather than liberating humans from their affects, which is precisely what the third kind of 

knowledge does. 

Now this divergence, all of whose consequences will be developed at the level of the 

conceptions of the social body and the forms of organizations of power that pertain to it, is 

explained by a fundamental disagreement concerning the notion of substance. We know that 

Hobbes approved of Descartes’ formula, ‘I am a thinking thing’, although he gave it a radically 

different meaning than it had in the Meditations, since he interpreted it in the following terms: ‘I am a 

thinking body’, thought thus being conceived as a property of a ‘thing’, the body, from which it 

cannot be detached. But it is clear that, even by interpreting it otherwise, he would not have been 

able to work with Spinoza’s formula: ‘God is a thinking thing’, or still less that which accompanied 

it, ‘God is an extended thing’, God being for him everything except a ‘thing’, that is to say an 

indivisible body to which thought and extension could only belong as properties. 

So it is clear that the philosophies of Hobbes and Spinoza differ essentially at the level of 

their principles, which situate them from the beginning within different global theoretical 

configurations: that of a materialism of the finite and that of a naturalism of the infinite, which 

radically exclude one another. 

 

2. But these philosophies also differ at the level of the manners of reasoning, and this 

difference plays perhaps a still more profound role than the last, and pushes them still farther apart 

from each other. 

For Hobbes, reasoning, the human activity par excellence, is a calculation which comes 

down to the two fundamental operations of addition and subtraction, this model serving at once for 

the logical analysis of thought and for all its investigations, when it is applied to the diverse domains 

of objects that it can treat (from mathematics to politics). Adding and subtracting: composing or 

decomposing, which is to say proceeding via synthesis or analysis, the first making it possible to 

reconstitute a whole out of its elements such as they are isolated by the second. In this sense, one 

can say that Hobbes always thinks synthesis on the basis of and in line with analysis, as its 



accomplishment, so to speak. This is why according to Hobbes a demonstrative knowledge is only 

possible when its object can be produced out of its proper elements, as is precisely the case in the 

domain of mathematics, and also in that of politics. The causal determination such as it is 

reconstituted in the course of such a procedure only has rational value because its real meaning has 

been suspended: his critique of universals leads Hobbes, not to a realism of experience, which would 

constitute for science properly speaking an unassignable objective, but to an analytic formalism, 

whose characteristic effect is “derealizing causality and making it into a rational relation.”5 In the 

fourteenth of his remarks in response to Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy, Hobbes explains 

that, were the reality of geometric beings erased by nature, as would be the case for example in a 

world in which there were no more triangles, the propositions that concern them, and which bear, 

not on the things themselves, but on the names which have been attributed to them, would remain 

no less eternally true: which, obviously, runs in opposition to the Cartesian doctrine of the creation 

of eternal truths. By developing this argument more completely, one could say that reasoning is a 

principally negative operation, which consists in thinking things in their absence, as just this is 

possible through the intermediary of language: and it is in this way that humans can remake the 

world, ideally at least, or in speech, because they have the faculty of unmaking it, by analyzing it into 

its elements, or rather by analyzing the representations that substitute for them. Here we can see the 

sketch of a labor of the negative, and this makes it possible to understand, above all if we recall the 

limitative determination of conatus which is in question, how Negri could proceed in constructing his 

astonishing rapprochement between the thought of Hobbes and that of Hegel, two great dispensers 

of mediations. 

In Spinoza one does not find this reciprocity of analysis and synthesis. The necessity that the 

geometric order takes into account is no longer for him that of a construction, but that of a veritable 

constitution, developing the determinations of the very thing, as it is produced, and as it is thought 

in being produced. Such a synthesis does not proceed from formal elements, but from causes, which 

is to say also from things—the order of ideas, that of causes, and that of things are all just one—

according to a chain that one is forced immediately to grasp as real by the power of the idea that 

affirms it. This is why the model of reasoning in Spinoza is not logical but properly physical: rational 

relations do not represent reality by substituting for it, but are reality itself such as it is produced in 

thought. If truth has no need of any external mark in order to be known, this is because it is the 

absolute, not relative, expression of this presence, which is distorted by no limitation, so long as it is 

not upset, or rather mutilated, by the servile games of the imagination. To Hobbes’ formalism, 

Spinoza opposes an intuitionism whose principle comes from Descartes, but which he radicalizes by 

positing that, simultaneously with the presentation of the true idea in the mind, there is also the 

thing that this idea makes known, whatever its nature may be, and in particular that it belongs to the 

order of extension or to the order of thought. In fact, the relation of the idea to its ideatum is the 

same as that of the idea to the idea itself—and one could show that understanding this identity 

makes it possible to dismantle the traditional interpretations of ‘parallelism’, but that’s another story. 

In the context of a confrontation like this, one could say that the philosophies of Hobbes 

and of Spinoza exchange their strong points and their weak points. The force of Hobbes lies in his 
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having somehow made everything about language, and having in this way freed up the premises of 

rational analysis, in the strong sense of the expression: the Port-Royal Logic, Condillac’s Langue des 

calculs, the Ideology of the French philosophers of the first revolution (Destutt de Tracy translated 

and edited, as an appendix to his Logic, the first six chapters of Hobbes’ Computatio sive Logica), but 

also Hume and contemporary Anglo-Saxon analytic philosophy all threw themselves down this 

particularly fecund path that Hobbes opened up. In Spinoza, on the contrary, even though he 

composed a grammar (of the Hebraic language), but from the perspective of elucidating the 

functioning of the imagination rather than the very procedures of rationality, the theory of language 

constitutes a blind spot and a kind of unthought: it is in this way that, from the perspective of 

knowledge of the third kind, the fact, as the other says, that ‘it is said’ [« ça parle »], is a kind of 

supplement and a graceful gift, in every way foreign to the idea’s mechanism of production. In this 

regard a remark must be made: Hobbes and Spinoza are often related together by making reference 

to their ‘nominalism’. But if Hobbes really is the modern theoretician of nominalism, and even if he 

is, as Leibniz said, ‘more than nominalist’, Spinoza for his part would be less than nominalist: his 

critique of universals, superficially comparable to that of Hobbes, actually pushes him in the 

opposite direction: not toward a reduction of the rational to the formal, but toward an identification 

of the rational with the real, or to the more real. In order to see this, it is sufficient to remember the 

objections opposed to the Cartesian formula of the cogito that follow from each thinker’s doctrine. 

For Hobbes, what is inadmissible is to make thought real by detaching it from the ‘subject’ of which 

it is only a property or a function: and this subject is the body itself. For Spinoza, it is unthinkable, 

by contrast, to posit the autonomy of a subject of thought that would not be in thought and of 

thought, as one of its modifications. 

 

3. Perhaps the difference between the thought of Hobbes and that of Spinoza has ceased to be 

merely a fact that we can observe, and would open up to our comprehension if we would stop 

shutting it up within a strictly binary relation. For if these thoughts, despite their fundamental 

disagreements, nevertheless resonate with one another, it is because they also share something, 

namely a common domain of investigation within which they trace paths that are not the same. A 

very simple remark makes it possible to understand this: between Hobbes and Spinoza, there is not 

just the void of a neutralized space that their exchanges instantaneously traverse, as though they 

were mute conversation partners; rather, between them, there is also a presence, that of Descartes, 

through whose intermediary they respond to each other, to the extent that they are opposed to him, 

but from opposing sides, as their critiques of the cogito suggest. In this way the ‘dialogue’ between 

Hobbes and Spinoza only gains its sense, and produces all its effects, in the framework of a ternary 

relation at least, which is the smallest possible expression of the classical space of rationality. 

What is this classical order of thought, such as it was established at the end of the Middle 

Ages and functioned at least up until the end of the 18th century, around the new science of Galileo 

and Newton? It is certainly not a univocal model of rationality exclusive by virtue of its internal 

homogeneity. Rather it is above all a field of problems, precisely within which can appear the 

differences, divergences, lines of exclusion or division; these do not go outside this framework, but 

rather constitute it in its own complex dispositif. To understand classical philosophy not merely 



historically is not to demand which of these two thinkers, Hobbes or Spinoza, comes closer to 

rational norms that are ideally defined. Rather it is to grasp these two thoughts together, along with 

others, in their difference, for it is the latter which brings them closer at the same time that it pushes 

them apart, without our confusing them. 

And so: ‘Hobbes or Spinoza’, ‘Spinoza or Hobbes’: these formulas have no sense at all, 

strictly speaking. Rather it is this one: ‘Hobbes and Spinoza’, in its essentially antagonistic and 

problematic form, that must be examined, and questioned, in order to try to see a little more clearly 

the subject of rationalism. 


