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The Complainant Against Liberticide

How did Tractatus Theologico-politicus Interest the
English Poet Percy Bysshe Shelley?

YOSHIDA, Kazuhiko
Abstract?

It is known that in the latter 1810s, Percy Bysshe Shelley was busy translating Tractatus theologico-
politicus (1670), a then-controversial work by Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), into English. What made
him do it? The obvious assumption, that the so-called pantheism controversy and the subsequent
Spinoza renaissance since the 1780s in Germany had aroused his interest in Spinoza, turns out to
be less plausible on closer inspection. This is because this dispute caused lively discussions about
Spinoza and his thoughts not only in the German-speaking countries, but also in other Western
European countries. From the beginning, it revolved exclusively around Spinoza’s metaphysical
worldview, which is mainly found in the first two parts of his main philosophical work, Ethica
(1677). In contrast, Spinoza’s anthropological, ethical-practical, and, above all, theological-political
thoughts were almost unmentioned according to a tacit agreement among the participants in the
discussion. Since Shelley’s translation is considered lost to this day, the author is concentrating on
two attempts: First, he tries to chronically reconstruct the more detailed processes of Percy Bysshe
Shelley’s translation work from the few materials left behind (including letters and entries in Mary
Wollstonecraft Shelley’s diary). It turns out that, in spite of several obstacles, Percy was by and large
regularly and diligently engaged in the translation and Mary provided him with constant support in
various ways. Second, the author tries to point out an unmistakable content-related feature in the

Tractatus that could have strongly motivated Shelley to pursue this translation: In this work, Spinoza
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makes a clear plea for freedom of opinion, speech, and freedom of the press (libertas philosophandi)
and thereby systematically and uncompromisingly criticizes a maneuver of repression that was
common across Europe at the time; Shelley vigorously refers to this in his poems several times as

liberticide.
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England in 1819

An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying king,—
Princes, the dregs of their dull race, who flow
Through public scorn, —mud from a muddy spring,—
Rulers who neither see, nor feel, nor know,

But leech-like to their fainting country cling,

Till they drop, blind in blood, without a blow,—

A people starved and stabbed in the untilled field,—
An army which liberticide and prey

Makes as a two-edged sword to all who wield,—
Golden and sanguine laws which tempt and slay;
Religion Christless, Godless, a book sealed;

A Senate, —Time’s worst statute, unrepealed,—
Are graves from which a glorious Phantom may

Burst, to illumine our tempestuous day.
181940 A v 7T~ F
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5) Feldman, Paula R. and Scott-Kilvert, Diana (ed.): The Journals of Mary Shelley 1814-1844. Oxford
(Oxford University Press), 1987. Vol.1, p. 182.
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[AY i3t - Bihm & SfRET, PR e dBEOL A1 15E ) 2 TL &9 (The Tractatus
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und in der Gegenwart. Hamburg (Felix Meiner Verlag), 2012. S. 9-12.
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Vgl. ,Wichtig war die Suche.“ (Interview mit Martin Mulsow.) In: Salzwedel, Johannes (Hrsg.): Die
Aufkldarung. Das Drama der Vernunft vom 18. Jahrhundert bis heute. Miinchen (Deutsche Verlags-
Anstalt), 2017. S.49-57. S.52. und Beiser, Frederick C.: The Fate of Reason. p.49-50.

HHEE [IREWH] [ - Bohw] JoscHsos, 2014, T p. 370-371 % 2|,
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7z & 212 The Fale of Reason TA Y/ FE KB L WM F O LB M FO NI =8, 2
MHE B, Wb R A VEEEIZB I 2 BUAOFEE # B) EF -5t i3 E (Beiser, Frederick C.:
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1790-1800. Cambridge (Harvard University Press), 1992. (BHZIER [R5 & Buig] B:BoRSF RS,
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Untersuchungen. Erweiterte Ausgabe. Frankfurt am Main (Suhrkamp), 1997. Bd.1. S. 98-124.
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