
Institutes, associates propriety with absolute power over a thing. By this reasoning sov-
ereigns necessarily and fully own their subjects and all of their subjects’ possessions; no
subject can make a property claim against the sovereign; and there is no appreciable
difference between a cive and a servus. Both Lee and van Apeldoorn thus reinforce
the reading of Hobbes offered in Mary Nyquist’s Arbitrary Rule (2012).

Various dynamics of religion inOn the Citizen are also treated, as one might expect of a
work famously described in its early reception as a “rhapsody of heresies” (180). Our love
of God, Thomas Holden shows, is a complicated matter, for we cannot love God as we
love people; love of the first cause is a disposition to obey God’s laws. Alison McQueen
charts the development of Hobbes’s arguments on religion from Elements of Law to On
the Citizen. The latter evinces a Hebraic turn focused on the politics of biblical Israel, a
focus then used to critique those on the left wing of Reformed thought who would see it
as a model for England. Popes and popery, Johann Sommerville shows, receive harsher
rebuke in Leviathan than in On the Citizen, as one might expect given that the latter was
first published in Catholic France—Sommerville provides a careful account of the first
publication and reception of the work. Related to Sommerville’s discussion of priestcraft
and doctrinal minimalism is Michael LeBuffe’s chapter on right reason, which shows how
Hobbes transforms it into a category reinforcing his assault on the political validity of pri-
vate judgments of good and evil; right reason, rather, dictates that we yield the private
judgment of good and evil to the sovereign.

In comparing On the Citizen to other works, these authors generally conclude that
the substance of Hobbes’s arguments remains largely unchanged, despite varying points
of emphasis and modifications of tone. This is not a great surprise, and nevertheless the
volume remains illuminating in gathering much excellent work—the limited space of an
RQ review regrettably forces me to neglect several fine chapters—and it will be of inter-
est to specialists and nonspecialists alike. The editors and contributors have successfully
made the case for considering On the Citizen as a work in its own right, certainly a work
repaying attention to its composition and reception history, so that we should be loath
to treat it as an intermediate draft of Leviathan.

Feisal G. Mohamed, Yale University
doi:10.1017/rqx.2022.79

Spinoza’s “Political Treatise”: A Critical Guide. Yitzhak Y. Melamed and
Hasana Sharp, eds.
Cambridge Critical Guides. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018. xiv +
216 pp. $105.

“A commitment to method is one of Spinoza’s philosophical signatures” (27): yet the
complex of scholiums, corollaries, exceptions, and analogies with which Spinoza
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attempted to convey his thinking while evading censorship require not only analysis,
but the work of imagination as well. This is particularly true for Spinoza’s final and
unfinished work. Spinoza’s “Political Treatise”: A Critical Guide, in the renowned series
by Cambridge University Press, contains twelve contributions by authors who did not
flinch from the task. The editors Yitzak Melamed and Hasana Sharp attribute the scar-
city of scholarly attention the Tractatus Politicus (hereafter TP ) has received to its
“incomplete and imperfect” character (6), yet they stress its importance for a complete
picture of Spinoza and “his insights into the dynamics of power and social life” (3).
Spinoza employs here a different method, geared to the study of politics, that
sheds new light on old ideas. Supposedly as a response to the political crisis of 1672,
involving the brutal murder of two statesmen, Spinoza’s approach to politics is more
realist in the TP.

The introduction strives not to impose an interpretative vision on the TP, the editors
being “unwilling to foreclose debate” about a work that has barely been studied (4).
Nonetheless, the list of contributors and the four thematic sections—(1) relations to
Spinoza’s earlier work; (2) the role of affect; (3) the distinctive regimes of government;
and (4) political power—show political theory and cultural criticism as the key
approaches. Although the emphasis is justified, a philological chapter on the TP ’s
origins and historical context would strengthen this critical guide as a comprehensive
starting point for research.

The remainder of this review demonstrates how three major topics recurring
throughout the volume have inspired divergent interpretations. The first is the tension
between political realism and idealism. While Spinoza aims to consider men as they
actually are, and not as we wish them to be, to make politics as effective as possible,
the TP contains multiple normative statements, resonant with the explicitly normative
Ethics and Tractatus Theologico-Politicus. Theo Verbeek prioritizes the TP ’s realist
tendency, suggesting that the events of 1672 led Spinoza to lose his faith in the self-
correcting mechanisms of reason and that, consequently, Spinoza’s preference for
democracy is less a spirited defense of egalitarian principles than a resignation to the
impossibility of sustaining the best government—namely, aristocracy. Melamed, on
the contrary, focuses on a passage that hints at the limits of a realist attitude. The passage
claims that states can have too much power, in the sense that it is not always rational for
a state to act according to its might, although it would be realistic. The division among
the authors provides a good reflection of TP ’s openness on this point.

Another recurring topic is the role of conflict in the state. According to Julie Cooper,
Spinoza’s view of conflict resembles Hobbes’s in his quest for modes of argument that
are “powerful enough to forestall deliberation and dissent” (46). Filippo Del Lucchese,
on the other hand, points out Spinoza’s relation to Machiavelli, who considers social
and political conflict crucial to the building of a community. Hasana Sharp takes a mid-
dle position, submitting that, for Spinoza, “domination is a greater threat to stability
than is conflict” (100). Subsequently, she conceptualizes conflict after Spinoza’s
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oikos-polis analogy; however quarrelsome the members of a family or state are, they
remain determined by one another.

Finally, several authors address Spinoza’s remark that in a successful state, women are
excluded from politics. Susan James uses the passage to support her claim that, for
Spinoza, political inequalities may contribute to the sustainability of the state. The rea-
soning is that different social classes and groups will develop different affective disposi-
tions, including dispositions that reconcile people to subordination. Moira Gatens is
more resistant to Spinoza’s misogynistic attitude, considering the passage a philosoph-
ical weakness. The fact that Spinoza only uses historical evidence and no philosophical
arguments to substantiate his point leads Gatens to conclude that Spinoza’s anxiety
about the socially destructive forces of the passions superseded his desire to validate a
genuinely democratic polity, dealing a severe blow to Spinoza.

With these brief examples I hope to have aroused the curiosity of some readers, not
only for this critical guide, which offers a very diverse collection of excellent essays, but
also for the TP itself and its capacity to inspire and divide the imagination of some fine
thinkers in our time.

Marrigje Paijmans, University of Amsterdam
doi:10.1017/rqx.2022.80

Reading Old Books: Writing with Traditions. Peter Mack.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019. xii + 238 pp. $35.

This monograph’s topic complements those of Peter Mack’s important books on the
history of rhetoric and reading practices. Here an idiosyncratic collection of case studies
addresses Petrarch; Chaucer and Boccaccio; Ariosto, Tasso, and Spenser; Elizabeth
Gaskell’s Mary Barton; and Ng~ugı ̃ wa Thiong’o’s Wizard of the Crow. The book’s
strength lies in the lucidity, energy, and detail with which Mack attends to each case
study. For this journal’s audience, I will address only the first three chapters.

In an introduction on selected twentieth-century theories of tradition—linguistic,
literary, sociological, anthropological, and historical—Mack foregrounds Hans-Georg
Gadamer’s perspective on a dialectical hermeneutic of history, tradition, and human
understanding, while adding his own inflection regarding authors’ and readers’ “individual
skills and choices” (21). Chapter 1 approaches Petrarchan tradition with a welcomed
emphasis on Petrarch’s use of classical texts and troubadour verse, as well as Dante’s poetry.
Much of this account synthesizes existing scholarship, but Mack’s reading of specific
poems stays keen and sensitive, including his own translation of quotations from Petrarch.

Chapter 2 analyzes how Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde translated, imitated, and
adapted Boccaccio’s Il Filostrato. Chaucer’s poem mirrors specific tropes and stylistic
devices in the Italian source text, deployed for effects of characterization at significant

RENAISSANCE QUARTERLY334 VOLUME LXXV, NO. 1

https://doi.org/10.1017/rqx.2022.80 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/rqx.2022.80

