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  Early modern political thought pays particular attention to the motives and passions that found and secure life in 
common. Thomas Hobbes, famously, declares that if there is anything universal at the basis of political life, it is the 
fear of violent death at the hands of another human being. Among the founding intuitions of classical liberalism is 
the skepticism that a diverse population can join together in view of a common good. Yet, the story goes, regardless 
of one’s religious beliefs, mother tongue, race, or sex, there is no one who does not wish to be protected from 
physical cruelty or murder. While there may be no highest good upon which we can all agree, there certainly is a 
greatest evil. Benedict de Spinoza, however, designates fear of solitude (metus solitudinis) rather than aversion to 
violent death as the universal foundation of civic association. Although Spinoza recognizes fear of death as 
something common in human experience, he claims that, when such mortal anxiety functions as a widespread 
motive for preserving political order, subjects can justly be described as “slaves” dwelling in a 
“wasteland” (solitudo) rather than a republic. In other words, a populace moved by fear of violent death is not the 
natural human condition, but the result of a noxious political order. According to the interpretation offered here, 
Spinoza’s summum malum, rather than violent death, is isolation, solitude, and dissociation. While this may seem 
to be a minor difference, there is a radical distance between a conception of government as the protection of each 
from his fellows and one according to which being severed from one’s fellows is the worst fate one can suffer. Under 
one conception, the role of the State is to guard us against others, to institute and uphold “rights,” which John 
Locke describes as “fences.” Under the alternative conception this interpretaion attributes to Spinoza, human 
interest in a State is most fundamentally an interest in being joined securely to others. While the most fundamental 
motive for human political association is fear of solitude rather than fear of death, we also find that the principle of 
sociality as freedom consistently animates Spinoza’s ethics and politics. The project of ethical and political life for 
Spinoza, then, cannot be freedom from the interference of others. Rather, it is freedom as a product of being 
connected to others, or what we might more audaciously call “social liberation.
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