
and the Political Treatise into contemporary details can seem incongru-
ous; but if it is presumed that Spinoza’s primary interest was the practical 
betterment of political practice, the dissonance is partially resolved. The 
legend and lore of Spinoza as a man ahead of his time, a heretic at odds 
with traditional culture, has by and large prevented most investigators 
from looking for ways in which he might be understood as a straightfor-
ward participant in his own political context. Despite its shortcomings, 
Spinoza and Republicanism makes an important contribution in illumi-
nating the way Dutch political culture was also Spinoza’s.

Anne Oravetz Albert, University of Pennsylvania

Spinoza’s Revelation: Religion, Democracy, and Reason
by Nancy K. Levene. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004,  
xxi + 256 pgs.

I.

Nancy Levene’s Spinoza’s Revelation attempts the complex task of doing 
justice to two aspects of Spinoza’s dialectics. Levene wishes to read Spinoza 
as a philosopher who critiques and defends vital movements in Western 
thought without seeking their final resolution. That is to say, Spinoza is 
read as a nuanced philosopher who preserves conflicting theological and 
political claims rather than reducing them to a simple monism. Levene 
seeks to maintain the strife in Spinoza’s many arguments, thereby achiev-
ing a “democratic reading” of his controversial texts. How she does so is 
interesting:

First, the task is to read Spinoza systematically, as the thinker behind 
both the Theological-Political Treatise and the Ethics. Other works are in-
cluded, but these two feature as dominant voices. A systematic reading 
in this sense takes on board Spinoza’s immanentist position and reads the 
texts as internally coherent as well as externally related, asking a general 
question of his philosophy: what is the function of Spinoza’s philosophy, 
and what does it aim to achieve?

Second, Levene wishes to correct deficient readings of Spinoza which 
have become jubilantly antidemocratic and antireligious. In particular 
need of attention is Leo Strauss’ interpretation of Spinoza as a thinker 
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under persecution (Persecution and the Art of Writing, 1952). Strauss de-
tected a concealed elitism within Spinoza’s preaching of democracy and 
also exposed his use of religious language as a coercive tool for expound-
ing philosophical first principles to the unenlightened masses (pp. 10–12). 
Hence, as a curative to unjust appraisals, Levene leans more heavily on 
the theological aspects of the Theological-Political Treatise. She takes 
Spinoza at his word when he uses the language of religion and revelation 
to understand politics and educate the Demos. This language is not acci-
dental, nor is it incoherent in Spinoza’s system; however, his employment 
of religious language and method does not leave their definitions and 
functions unchanged. Spinoza is clearly involved in the transformation 
of religious understanding. It is the extent and purpose of his innovations 
that Levene confronts in Spinoza’s Revelation.

One of the temptations, when addressing a dialectic, is to resolve its 
contradictions by way of disclosing its often hidden unity. The puzzle 
presents itself as a temptation of reason—reason’s “unreason”—because 
the resolution risks eradicating the original dialectic. Our surrender to 
this temptation in the dialectic is rational and tends to eliminate the 
non-rational elements in God or Nature. Levene wishes to reverse this 
process. Both rationality (in which we find notions such as reason and 
truth) and religion (with such notions as morality and piety) are neces-
sary for human flourishing (or freedom), and the term “revelation” is 
employed to bridge the divide between the divine and the human. The 
connection is explored in four main areas (vera religio [true religion], 
Scripture, politics, and natural rights or the election of the Hebrews), 
which attempt to unravel the complexities of Spinoza’s thought. As the 
world will be described in its dual aspects, two metaphysical engines 
drive Levene’s interpretation: causa sui (self-causation) and conatus (per-
severance, striving). The dual nature of the world means both that it is 
self-caused (having a beginning) and that it labors to preserve itself (it 
is eternal). Therefore, it is both Godlike (substance) and natural, in that 
it is caused by something other than itself (finite). The difficulty is then 
to maintain these positions concurrently as the dual aspects of one sub-
stance, as God or Nature, while resisting the reduction cited above. In 
Levene’s reading of Spinoza, then, both God and Nature are separate and 
necessary, the same and not the same. For the human being at the center 
of this thought process is both part of Nature’s law and the site of that 
which transcends Nature: God’s revelation to the human mind. If the du-
ality is conceived of concurrently and non-reductively, we can approach 
Spinoza’s definition of the highest good: “knowledge of the union that the 
mind has with the whole of Nature” (p. 14).
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II.

In chapter 1, Levene deals with the contrary aspects of Spinoza’s thought 
regarding religion: his critique of superstition and transcendent theol-
ogy, and the essential role she finds that he reserves for “true religion.” 
What is radical in Spinoza’s critique is not merely his enlightened anti-
metaphysical stance; it is his judgment that religion—and indeed, certain 
conceptions of reason—can be good or bad for life. This critique, more 
commonly associated with Nietzsche, transforms religion and philosophy 
into life-enhancing or life-denying powers. That is, the test of religion 
or philosophy occurs in its praxis, and that praxis is inherently social 
and political. Hence, religion, when exercised as superstition, is life-de-
nying and leads to all manner of individual and social ills: greed, fear, 
uncertainty, non-freedom, and so forth. The error of superstition is to 
misunderstand humanity’s connection with nature. We experience the 
world of nature as bondage (servitus): that which controls and exceeds 
us. In nature, humans must strive to preserve their being but cannot 
do so alone, as this fosters anxiety and impotence (diminished power), 
leading to a belief in “natural fortune,” or power beyond our control. 
Superstitions arise from the emotions and perpetuate inequality and ser-
vitude. Nevertheless, religion can also provide a life-enhancing praxis. 
Through a combination of revelation and reason, we realize that servitude 
is a natural condition. Human beings are limited and weak when com-
pared to the whole of nature; however, we can liberate ourselves from this 
condition if we recognize it as a natural state of affairs.

The other error of human thinking for Spinoza is to erect an abso-
lute, transcendent God that embodies perfection. When confronted with 
capricious Nature and finding human adventure restricted by its power, 
traditional theology insists that nature, or God, “does nothing in vain.” 
Therefore, the discrepancy in knowledge must be due to human per-
ception: I am ignorant of God’s plans. The world is expunged of error, 
and human beings pick up the tab; the error is due to our incomplete 
knowledge. There are two sides to this arrangement. The creation of 
metaphysical idols suggests that human beings are somehow deficient 
and weakened; however, the maintenance of a transcendent ideal toward 
which to strive may enhance our power and augment human flourish-
ing. The deeper problem intertwined with the divine/human relationship 
is how human thought constructs its categories with regard to truth  
(pp. 33–35). Spinoza’s critique of theological and philosophical notions 
of perfection is that perfection (and hence truth) is linked to human 
valuation and imagination. Imagination can lead to both potence and 
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impotence (p. 42). Human beings are not ideal, but they have some access 
to ideality. This is a natural situation. His critique attacks metaphysics 
and dogmatic theology but also endangers a traditional source of mean-
ing. If God is not perfect, in what is his authority grounded? The power of 
meaning and interpretation is transferred to the human realm. Spinoza’s 
aim is to guide humans from imagination (revelation) to reason and intu-
ition (adequate knowledge). However, in the case of the biblical prophets, 
imagination can also give humanity something that reason alone cannot. 
They can grant access to God’s revelation of virtue and piety. 

When asking, then, who or what Spinoza’s God is, we are asking both 
a natural and an ideal question; both infinity and finitude are natural. At 
the heart of Spinoza’s philosophy lies the immanent connection between 
God as the single substance and the attributes of thought and extension, 
purportedly the only attributes thinkable to human beings. For Levene, 
Spinoza’s innovation regarding the theological problem of how to con-
nect the ideal with the real, infinity with finitude, is to make everything 
caused: everything has a beginning. The weakness of traditional theories 
of creation, be they expounded by Maimonides or by Aristotle, is to posit 
an original creator or first cause which is not itself caused: something 
eternal, perfect, or unchanging, existing out of time and prior to all other 
existence. Spinoza wishes to include God in causation by describing him 
as causa sui, self-causing. As a self-causing God, original and uncaused by 
anything else (finite), he is infinite: an unlimited thing that limits. In this 
way Spinoza avoids the oppositional construction of categories bequeathed 
to Western thought by Greek philosophy. There is not so much a difference 
in kind as a difference in quality. For Spinoza, a coherent theology must 
include God in creation or explain how God exists outside of, and prior 
to, nature. The danger that this position courts, however, is the identifica-
tion of God with Nature, God with man, or thinking with being. While 
the various theological positions offered to us have reasonable coherence, 
they remain theoretical. The test of these theories, for Spinoza, lies in the 
social and political realm, which cannot escape human valuation. 

III.

The measure of truth that this condition engenders is felt most acutely 
in Spinoza’s treatment of biblical interpretation. In chapter 2, the Bible, 
while of separate and sacred status, is open to social and historical cri-
tique. For Spinoza, the Bible is a human document containing errors that 
cannot be reconciled or harmonized. While most readers of Spinoza have 
focused on his destructive impact on biblical tradition or on his con-
structive influence on secular society, Levene emphasizes and defends 
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Spinoza’s reduced conception of religious knowledge as being in line with 
biblical tradition. 

What is Spinoza’s reduced conception? Although the Bible is a human 
document, its sacredness needs defending; the text is both divine law 
and historically transmitted. Reason and revelation are different kinds of 
knowledge. The revelations to the prophets reveal a type of perfection: 
moral perfection. Fostering obedience to revealed morality is valuable to 
the social body. Simple obedience is one way to salvation. Consequently, 
Scripture is not subordinate to reason per se, but it must not replace in-
telligence. Spinoza is happy to allow that meaning is divine, but it is man 
who interprets this meaning: God’s role as creator of all things impedes 
his ability to differentiate the good from the profane. This is humanity’s 
role in the world. Revealed ideas create criteria for social action, acts of 
understanding, but judgment occurs in social institutions. Hence, inter-
pretation is not deduced from human nature alone (p. 120). Although 
Levene reminds us that prophecy is theologico-political, the cost of 
agreeing to a human judgment or social valuation is that moral law is 
always at risk of being subverted by human beings. The hermeneutic con-
sequences of divine law being mediated by human judgment is that the 
divine is mundanely judged, and dependent on the skill or virtue of the 
interpreter. Hence, Spinoza’s interpretation of the meaning of Scripture, 
‘to love God and love neighbor as oneself ’, cannot hold absolute author-
ity. The Bible is reduced to the ethical principles of love of God (justice) 
and love of neighbor (virtue), the practice of which leads to piety. True 
piety requires understanding in the mind, which implies that true piety 
also has a rational quality. For Levene, this returns Scripture to the peo-
ple, the community, the readers. Freedom exists in common interests. 
However Spinoza shows that reason has its limit: it cannot itself create 
or enact virtue.

IV.

In chapter 3, the relationship between such dualisms as reason and 
revelation, multitude and individual, divine law and human law, and 
freedom and obedience are described in their political contexts. In a 
self-caused system, internal relations guide each of these dualities. For 
Spinoza, no standpoint is free of revelation, because everything has an 
origin, everything is caused. However, the question is, particularly in the 
Theological-Political Treatise, what kind of laws maximize the rational-
ity of the multitude without violating the rights of individuals (p. 141)? 
For Spinoza (and Levene), it is the democratic state that holds sway as 
representing the natural rights of individuals. The transfer of right (to 

370     Book Reviews



defend or enhance oneself) that occurs in the transition from the natural 
to the civil state is both necessary and unthinkable. The employment of 
a contractual arrangement in nature presupposes reason, which Spinoza 
allows only in civil society. Hence, the social contract is a theoretical 
prerequisite for society rather than a historical fact. Natural freedom is a 
necessary myth, whereas real freedom can be found only in institutions 
that guarantee rights. The institution with the most rationality allows the 
most freedom and, therefore, human flourishing. And yet, the interesting 
paradox in Spinoza’s contractual theory is that an individual can never 
transfer his or her rights to the state completely; to do so would remove 
all powers of action from an individual, who would then cease to be hu-
man. For this reason, the ideal relationship between the individual and 
the collective is symbiotic and must be controlled by good politics to 
prevent either party from descending to despotism. The law that must 
control society is both divine and human, for “there is no such thing as 
justice or morality outside of the institution of human laws” (p. 164). 
Justice is a feature of divine law but is common to all through natural rea-
son. True religion is revealed to the prophets but has no import outside 
human law or politics. Knowledge of God is always socially and histori-
cally constituted: if politics and democracy can train a human collective 
to obey the law, the law will be chosen (freely), as it leads to human flour-
ishing and blessedness (love of God, love of neighbor). Hence, the inner 
connection between freedom and obedience to authority is that obedi-
ence is ultimately to oneself, which is surely an expression of liberty. 

V.

The tensions inherent in the pacts humans make with God and the state 
are the focus of chapter 4. Spinoza explores the basic opposition between 
universal election and the chosenness of the Hebrew nation. For Levene, 
again seeking the correlation in the dialect, each position requires the 
other: “There is no rational way to narrate a transition between ‘before’ 
and ‘after’ sociality without ending up in contradiction” (p. 201). Natural 
rights appear in retrospect via social grouping; however, without some 
form of organizational agreement or telos, on what basis are societies 
formed? For Levene, a divine pact in which human beings surrender 
themselves to divine power is as necessary as the social pact that transfers 
rights to a finite sovereign. The question is whether or not the pact with 
God is universal or particular in nature. Is divine law given in time to one 
nation or accessible to all and universal? Spinoza reduces divine law to 
the revelation of justice and charity; however, justice and charity depend 
on how societies define them. That said, they cannot be further reduced 
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to one particular political vision, excluding all others. Divine law is both 
universal (eternal) and particular (historically defined). God’s law does 
not exist outside of human social relations. Human law, to be virtuous, 
must participate in divine revelation. For the Hebrew nation, divine law 
always impacts finite relations, as it should be for Spinoza. The political 
is the condition for divine truth and falsity. The test of a good religion 
is always its practical enactment. Hence, a religious commonwealth re-
quires a territory (interestingly, this premise invites a Zionist motif) in 
which to enact divine law; otherwise nothing demands the loyalty of the 
social body (p. 217). 

For Levene, the founding of social morality on the biblical narrative 
counters another poor reading of Spinoza, which associates him with 
the relegation of Judaism to statutory ‘legalism’ (p. 219 n. 29). Levene 
reminds us that law and command without access to higher knowledge 
is servitude (p. 220). Both religion and reason, if liberated by correct 
politics, are organizing principles that enhance human power and lead 
to salvation and blessedness. 

VI.

Levene’s sympathies clearly lie with Spinoza, correctly read. Her arguments 
and textual references (including extensive recourse to contemporary 
scholarship) are coherent and convincing. Spinoza does not eradicate all 
religious value and, indeed, describes a vital role for religion in the social 
context and the origin of moral law. However, owing to his extended leg-
acy and the historicism and rationalism that pervade his work, Spinoza 
cannot be easily resurrected. The immanent nature of his system leads 
to unresolved arguments regarding the status of human power and hu-
man reason in nature and the subsequent passage into society. Likewise, 
post-Spinoza, the status of the biblical text has experienced irrecovera-
ble transformation in academic and scientific circles. Furthermore, while 
Spinoza does include religion as a source and social resource, his work 
describes the biblical tradition in essential terms; namely, he identifies 
the essence of Judaism as the love of God and love of the neighbor: 
justice and charity. That is, he maneuvers Judaism toward a Christian 
form and, effectively, universalizes revelation. This tension is described 
by Levene in terms of Spinoza’s equivocation over God’s love being both 
an innate idea and given in revelation (p. 226). Although both knowledge 
and morality are separate and necessary, it is not clear how this distinc-
tion is upheld when everything is contained in a closed system that is 
always mediated through the human mind, in both political structure 
and biblical interpretation. In some manner, both God/Nature and God/
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man are the same. Moreover, despite the references to the centrality of 
Bible texts, it must be said that Spinoza’s God does not speak. Human 
imagination can grasp the profundity of God’s law (justice and charity) 
by means of the prophets; however, there seems to be no conversation 
between God and prophet. Only with great difficulty could one identify 
Spinoza’s conception of revelation with a traditional rendering of the re-
vealing of the Torah. Nevertheless, the problems this raises for both the 
Jewish and Christian traditions are multifarious and cannot be rejected 
offhand. The Babylonian Talmud (Makot 24a) describes the reduction 
of the 613 commandments ascribed to Jewish law to 11 ethical require-
ments (King David), further reduced to six (Isaiah), three (Micah) and 
then to two (Isaiah 56:1): “Guard justice (mishpat) and do righteousness 
(tzedaka).” Amos goes further and establishes the basis for the fulfillment 
of the Torah on one ethical requirement: “Seek me and you shall live” 
(Amos 5:4). This illustrates that any rejection of Spinoza’s position would 
require engagement with the prophetic and talmudic traditions as well 
as with Spinoza’s thought.

The strength of Levene’s book is that it does not merely provide a cor-
rected reading of Spinoza, but it opens a debate on how religion must be 
conceived in relation to social and political institutions. If religion is al-
lowed to separate itself from the public domain and divorce itself from 
reason, it not only becomes privatized but also develops into a specu-
lative, fundamental, and, for Spinoza, hateful institution. Conversely, a 
society dominated by reason, even if good politics is achieved, risks leav-
ing behind one of the foundations of social order: morality. This book 
will certainly divide opinion within Spinoza scholarship and will not con-
vince defenders of various religious persuasions that he is a religious 
thinker with their best interests at heart. That time has passed. However, 
many social ills Spinoza describes remain evident in world politics, and 
his challenge remains valid: the test of a good society and a good religion 
is praxis—does it enhance human flourishing?

Louis Patrick Blond, The Shalem Center 
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