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by Raia Prokhovnik. Basingstoke, England: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004,  
xi + 280 pgs.

In Spinoza and Republicanism, Raia Prokhovnik writes about Spinoza 
and the Dutch Republic from the perspective of a political theorist in-
tent on incorporating historical context into the understanding of the 
philosopher’s thought. The author’s areas of research have ranged from 
contemporary feminist political theory to theories of sovereignty, in-
cluding significant scholarly works on the early modern world, among 
them books on Spinoza and Hobbes. Her main accomplishment in this 
volume is to bring a contemporary theorist’s awareness of how mess-
ily political realities intrude upon theory to the analysis of Spinoza. 
Prokhovnik’s Spinoza operated in a vivid world of political action that 
was only secondarily underscored by theorizing, despite how large the 
seventeenth-century Dutch Republic looms in the minds of recent histo-
rians of political thought. Thus, the book offers both an interesting and 
useful corrective to the prevailing view of Spinoza as a detached and iso-
lated theoretician as well as a focused history of the idea of the republic 
in the Republic.

Indeed, most of the text (the first five of eight chapters) is devoted to 
the latter, examining Dutch political history up to Spinoza’s time. Three 
final chapters then address an array of specific aspects of Spinoza’s life 
and thought that bear some relevance to that context. The two discrete 
discussions are joined by the overall theme that Spinoza is best inter-
preted as a participant in particular, localized Dutch political traditions. 
As this theme is teased out, the irony of the book’s title becomes appar-
ent: the main connection drawn between Spinoza and republicanism is 
that both Spinoza and the Dutch lacked any particular enthusiasm for 
the republican idea itself, falling into it only as a consequence of local 
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conditions and traditions. In this view, Dutch politicians generally did 
not incorporate a developed sense of the notion of “republic” into their 
understanding of the Dutch Republic, and at times they actively resisted 
the innovations and theory that would have been integral to such a rich 
political self-image. Rather, they adhered conservatively to timeworn po-
litical ideals and practices, thereby accidentally creating anti-monarchist 
political discourse and governmental institutions that approximated 
those of a republic. 

Spinoza, in turn, is presented as a participant in this political culture: 
his conception of the ideal state centered not on the idea of a republic, 
but rather on characteristics that mirrored actual Dutch practices and 
assumptions. In fact, Prokhovnik questions whether “Spinoza’s republi-
canism” exists at all, in that he shared this lack of interest in the abstract 
qualities of republics. Prokhovnik forcefully argues that Spinoza did not 
dwell on the idea of a republic and usually used it only in referring to a 
commonwealth in general. For him, a republic was not a form of govern-
ment—those were monarchies, democracies, and the like (pp. 249–250). 
Any interest he had in republicanism abstractly conceived was, according 
to Prokhovnik, only part of his overall spirit of rational inquiry, and not 
a manifestation of a true concern with classical republicanism.

like her subjects, Prokhovnik herself tends to reject theorizing 
about an abstract “republicanism.” In a historiographic discussion con-
sidering several strands of thought about early modern republicanism, 
including those of J.G.A. Pocock, Philip Pettit, and the Dutch historian  
e.H. Kossmann, she rejects both the idea that such an international con-
cept existed and the notion of a singular and proud Dutch republicanism. 
one may wonder, in that case, why republicanism was chosen to frame 
this analysis of Spinoza’s relationship to Dutch politics. The answer, ap-
parently, is that those characteristics that best approximate republicanism 
among the Dutch are the very ones Spinoza shared with them: a mistrust 
of theory, an understanding of liberty that depends on the concept of 
privileges, and a high level of comfort with the overlapping and unequal 
powers of the republic’s constituent states and institutions.  

Before touching on the way these and other Dutch political charac-
teristics were reflected in Spinoza’s works, Spinoza and Republicanism 
explores their historical development. The first part of the book argues 
that “it was only with the advent of De Witt’s regime that the united 
Provinces can fully be called a republic and even then, only in a specific 
Dutch sense” (p. 65). to that end, the first two chapters essentially consti-
tute a political history of the young union, and the next two—“De Witt’s 
Republicanism” and “english and Dutch Republicanism”—focus on the 
particular internal and external contexts suggested by the titles. These 
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chapters refer frequently to a small number of secondary sources, includ-
ing works by A.t. van Deursen, W.P. Blockmans, e.H. Kossmann, and m. 
van Gelderen, with few references to textual or archival sources from the 
period. The fifth chapter contains more of Prokhovnik’s own conclusions, 
giving a nuanced presentation of the idiosyncratic republicanism into 
which the Dutch had grown by the middle of the seventeenth century. 
Dutch political thought apparently consisted primarily of “a general dis-
position to appeal to forms of traditionalist practice, the privileges, and 
to prefer practice to theorizing” (p. 156). Her portrayal of Dutch politi-
cal attitudes agrees with a view of the development of religious toleration 
that treats it as the result of pragmatic self-interest rather than coherent 
ideological innovation, and it is this attention to practice that Prokhovnik 
tries to extend to the study of Spinoza’s republicanism.   

These chapters, taken as a whole, depict two aspects of the Dutch 
intellectual and political atmosphere of Spinoza’s time—beside the afore-
mentioned preference for practice over theory—which will serve as the 
backdrop for further exposition of his thought. First, the Dutch tended 
to find traditional justifications for even the greatest innovations, in con-
trast with the english phenomenon of intense “rupture” between old and 
new forms of political ideology, exemplified by the english civil War and 
such thinkers as Thomas Hobbes. Second, Prokhovnik identifies a trait of 
Dutch politics which she dubs “the Holland-centric factor,” whereby the 
province of Holland was generally accepted—even by its smaller, com-
petitive neighbor provinces—as the political and economic center of the 
united Provinces. 

In the final three chapters, the author relates her argument directly to 
Spinoza’s writings, beginning with the first part of chapter 6, “Spinoza’s 
Dutch Perspective.” to show how he participated in the local political 
discourse she has described in previous chapters, Prokhovnik marshals 
evidence from his political works, especially his understudied Political 
Treatise. In particular, Spinoza’s “Holland-centrism” is apparent from 
his many laudatory references to Amsterdam, his respect for traditional 
practices, and his views on international relations. That Spinoza did in-
deed follow local events closely, adjust his views in light of the political 
troubles of De Witt’s government, and, overall, have the specific con-
text and fate of Holland and the Dutch Republic in mind when writing 
about the ideal form of government convincingly counters the image of 
the isolated philosopher, pondering deep questions away from worldly 
concerns. It is also important as a corrective to the body of Spinoza schol-
arship, which centers on theoretical or philosophical investigations and 
tends to emphasize his uniqueness and biographical independence from 
all societal norms.  
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In a long section subtitled “Spinoza’s marrano Status,” Prokhovnik 
tries to show how aspects of Spinoza’s life relate to the local political 
culture. While this intent is admirable, the discussion is unsuccessful. 
The difficulties begin with the unqualified use of the problematic term 
“marrano” instead of “former converso” or “Jew” to refer to the religious 
background of Spinoza and his family. Prokhovnik then fails to get the 
historical background right: she gives an inaccurate account of the for-
mation of the Sephardi community of Amsterdam, suggesting that some 
Jews were still converting to catholicism under the Inquisition in the 
middle of the sixteenth century, and that an established community of 
Ashkenazi “Dutch Jews” predated and mistrusted the Sephardi new-
comers (p. 192). comments such as these, and others that mishandle 
the Jewish background in later chapters, are apparently based on mis-
understandings of a few general and outdated sources on the Sephardi 
Diaspora. Her credibility as a historian is significantly undermined as the 
text all but ignores several recent books that illuminate the history of the 
Jewish community in Spinoza’s Amsterdam and the life of Spinoza him-
self. Previous major works that interpret the role of Judaism in Spinoza’s 
ideas—including Steven B. Smith’s Spinoza, Liberalism, and Jewish Identity 
(1997), Yirmeyahu Yovel’s Spinoza and Other Heretics (1992), and numer-
ous shorter studies—are also not mentioned, although Smith’s and Yovel’s 
are included in the bibliography. A non-specialist in Jewish or converso 
history might be forgiven errors and omissions such as these, but they 
are serious shortcomings in a work that purports to be faithful to local 
historical realities.

However, this section of the book does assert the interesting no-
tion that Spinoza’s status as a misfit was not fundamentally exceptional: 
Prokhovnik compares it to that of the De la court brothers, a pair of 
well-known mid-century political pamphleteers who were passionately 
interested in affairs of state but whose non-aristocratic background pre-
vented them from becoming politicians. While it is constructively jarring 
to imagine Spinoza more as a frustrated politician than as a cranky phi-
losopher, this observation, if correct, detracts from the notion that his 
political exclusion was related to his Jewishness per se or to his being an 
excommunicate without a religious community. The cause, rather, was 
that he was part of the majority of the Dutch populace who were not 
sufficiently highborn to participate as political actors. The relevance of 
Spinoza’s “marrano status” remains puzzling. 

elsewhere, Prokhovnik effectively and informatively expands the im-
age of Spinoza as an interested participant in Dutch politics and, in the 
two concluding chapters of the book, finally delves into the details of 
Spinoza’s thought and exposes the traits it shared with Dutch political 
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practice. Fascinatingly, the author reveals Spinoza’s approving reflections 
on the political basis and structure of the united Provinces. For example, 
beginning with his idea of liberty, she observes that “the way in which 
Spinoza can argue that individuals all have natural rights but are unequal, 
and that cities are independent and unequal, such that their inequality 
does not modify their independence, would be seen as problematic in 
the framework of other political theories, such as Hobbes’. But it makes 
perfect sense for Spinoza precisely because it mirrors the political prac-
tice of the united Provinces, of which he approved” (p. 211). elsewhere, 
Prokhovnik shows that Spinoza’s mistrust of individual influence on po-
litical affairs is part of his typically Dutch attitude toward individual 
liberty: “men are… easily led to compromise the political liberty of the 
state for their own advantage. Spinoza is quick to use this notion of men’s 
frailty here as the basis of his objection to rule by a Prince of orange, and 
against monarchy in general. In this respect Spinoza’s attitude conforms 
completely with the reasons underlying the traditional Dutch mistrust 
of the House of orange” (p. 212). moving to the subject of sovereignty, 
she contrasts Spinoza’s treatment with that of Hobbes and observes that 
Spinoza supported the type of government that was sustained by De Witt 
as opposed to the mixed constitutional monarchy advocated in conserv-
ative universities and by supporters of an orangist monarchy. Finally, 
Prokhovnik addresses “what kind of contribution he [Spinoza] intended 
to make” (p. 243) and suggests that he was attempting to intervene on 
behalf of De Witt’s government as it began to weaken in the early 1670s. 
Despite the problematic nature of her explicit reliance on the Dutch peo-
ple’s responses to the famously misunderstood philosopher as evidence 
of his intentions, the discussion supports Prokhovnik’s general argument 
about Spinoza’s participation in Dutch political practice.  

These conclusions, relating Spinoza’s political writings directly to local 
political conditions, are the strongest parts of this work. unfortunately, 
their aptness and innovation are often obscured by the misleading or-
ganization of the book around the idea of republicanism. Prokhovnik 
provides neither a systematic treatment of the idea of the republic in 
Spinoza’s thought nor an extensive analysis of Spinoza’s political philoso-
phy in relation to early modern republicanism. Nevertheless, Prokhovnik’s 
presentation of Spinoza as something of a frustrated activist, pushed into 
theoretical positions because he was barred from direct participation, is 
the basis of a compelling historical rationale for something otherwise 
seemingly odd or inexplicable. It explains why a writer apparently com-
mitted to the eternal and unfettered realm of pure ideas was nevertheless 
directly influenced by the issues of his own locality. From the perspective 
of high theory, the intermittent dips of the Theological-Political Treatise 
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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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