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  Spinoza’s Herem, 27 July 1656

  
  




There is a particular kind of silence that follows a writ of excommunication when it has been read out in front of the assembled congregation, and the man it names has walked out of the synagogue, and the door has closed behind him. We do not have a transcript of that silence — silences do not survive in the archives — but we have the writ. The writ is one of the most violent excommunications in the Western religious record. The man it named was twenty-three years old, in his twenty-fourth year of life, as Matthew Stewart records it in The Courtier and the Heretic: Leibniz, Spinoza, and the Fate of God in the Modern World (W. W. Norton, 2006, page 18). The date was the 27 of July 1656. The town was Amsterdam. The man, in his Iberian-Hebrew form, was called Baruch de Espinoza; in the Portuguese the community had brought with it from Iberia, Bento de Espinosa; in the Latin he would adopt when he began publishing, Benedictus de Spinoza. All three names mean blessed. The writ was the curse.

Let us be clear about the political weather. The Peace of Westphalia had closed the European wars of religion eight years before. Cuius regio, eius religio — whose region, his religion — was the settlement: the territorial sovereign decides the confessional question within his borders, the dissenter has the right to emigrate, and the long catastrophe of the Thirty Years War is concluded. The political Reformation is complete by 1648. Catholic territories stay Catholic. Lutheran territories stay Lutheran. Calvinist territories stay Calvinist. The Anglican settlement in England is, by treaty and by the exhaustion of all parties, no longer a casus belli. We have a working European order. We do not, on the page, have an order that accommodates reasoned dissent from any of the confessional positions. The Reformation as a political fact is complete. The Reformation as an epistemic operation has not even begun.

This is the unstated condition of the 1656 herem. The Amsterdam Sephardic congregation — Talmud Torah by name, the merged community of the three earlier congregations Beth Jacob, Neve Shalom, and Beth Israel — was a confessional community protected under the cuius regio settlement by the Dutch sovereign. The Mahamad, the governing council, exercised disciplinary authority over the community’s members under that protection. The protection was sectarian; the discipline was sectarian; the herem operated entirely within the institutional logic the 1648 settlement had legitimised. From the Mahamad’s point of view, the writ was a routine exercise of internal governance against a member whose recorded positions were jeopardising the community’s standing with its Dutch hosts. From Bento de Espinosa’s point of view, the writ was the documentary moment of the Reformation’s incompletion.

Read the curse:

´´By decree of the angels and by the command of the holy men, we excommunicate, expel, curse and damn Baruch de Espinoza, with the consent of God, Blessed be He, and with the consent of the entire holy congregation, and in front of these holy scrolls with the 613 precepts which are written therein; cursing him with the excommunication with which Joshua banned Jericho and with the curse which Elisha cursed the boys and with all the castigations which are written in the Book of the Law. Cursed be he by day and cursed be he by night; cursed be he when he lies down and cursed be he when he rises up. Cursed be he when he goes out and cursed be he when he comes in. The Lord will not spare him, but then the anger of the Lord and his jealousy shall smoke against that man, and all the curses that are written in this book shall lie upon him, and the Lord shall blot out his name from under heaven. And the Lord shall separate him unto evil out of all the tribes of Israel, according to all the curses of the covenant that are written in this Book of the Law.´´

The text is in Portuguese in the original — the working language of the community — but the formulas are Hebrew, and the violence is the violence of the Hebrew Bible read at full force. Joshua at Jericho. Elisha and the boys eaten by the she-bears. The curses of Deuteronomy. The writ is unusual in the Sephardic-Amsterdam record not for the form but for the absence of any provision for repentance and reconciliation. The standard herem contains a clause: if he repents, the ban is lifted. The Espinosa herem contains no such clause. The Mahamad knew exactly what it was doing: it was issuing a writ that could not be reversed because the heresy could not be recanted, because the heresy was the operation of reason itself.

What had Bento de Espinosa actually said? In July 1656 we do not yet have the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus — that comes in 1670, published anonymously under a fictitious Hamburg imprint. We do not have the Ethics — that comes posthumously in the Opera Posthuma of November 1677, edited by Lodewijk Meyer and the Amsterdam Spinoza circle, published four months after Spinoza’s death of consumption at his Hague lodgings on the afternoon of 21 February 1677. What we have, in July 1656, are the recorded positions imputed to him by the Mahamad and by the witnesses who testified at the procedure. He had said, in summary: that the Bible is a historical document, written by men, in particular historical circumstances, for particular political purposes; that the laws of Moses were the constitution of an ancient state and have no binding force outside that state; that the religious authority of clergy and rabbis is not divine but human-institutional; that there is no personal providential God who intervenes in history at the request of prayer; that the soul is not immortal in the way the traditional doctrine described.

Each of these positions, by 1670, would be the published thesis of the Tractatus. Each of them, in 1656, was the unwritten position for which a twenty-three-year-old man was being placed outside the community that had raised him.

He did not appeal. He did not recant. He did not convert. He did not change his name in the protective Latin direction that would have placed him under a different confessional umbrella — many Iberian Jews who had been expelled or had converted-and-reverted had done exactly this, taking Christian names to enter the Dutch commercial classes as nominal Calvinists or as nominal Catholics. Bento de Espinosa kept his Portuguese-Hebrew name, hispanicised it slightly to Benedictus, and lived for the remaining twenty-one years of his life as a lens-grinder in The Hague, supported by a small annuity from the de Vries family and by his own trade, writing the books that the Dutch Reformed church and the Catholic church and the Lutheran church and the Calvinist churches would all condemn when they were published.

He chose The Four Cubits.

* * *

The Four Cubits

The Mahamad’s writ had specified that no member of the community might approach within four cubits of the excommunicated man — approximately six feet, the radius of personal space the writ had declared his inheritance. The four cubits were the curse. They became the operation.

Four cubits is not isolation. Four cubits is a distance. The Heretic at four cubits remains visible to the community; the community remains visible to the Heretic; what is severed is the continuous exchange the community is constituted to maintain. The Heretic continues to share the same physical city — Spinoza never left the Netherlands, lived first at Rijnsburg with the Collegiants and then at Voorburg and then at The Hague — but the social contract is broken. The community is on one side of the four cubits. The Heretic is on the other. And what becomes possible at four cubits is the operation that was not possible at zero.

We rub. We anchor. We begin again.

This is what Spinoza did with the twenty-one years he was given. Living frugally at lodgings in The Hague, grinding optical lenses for the burgeoning Dutch market in microscopes and telescopes — the very instruments that were extending the Galilean revolution into the seventeenth-century scientific imagination — he wrote first the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670) and then the Ethics (completed in manuscript by 1675, circulated to a small circle of correspondents, published posthumously in 1677). The Tractatus alone, when it appeared anonymously in 1670 from the false Hamburg imprint, was so explosive that it had to be issued without author’s name, without true place of publication, and without the publisher’s true imprint. Dutch Reformed pastors raised the alarm immediately. The States of Holland banned the book in 1674. The Catholic Index added it in 1679. Henry More, the Cambridge Platonist, called it ´´the most horrid and dangerous book that ever was published´´. The book, in its content, makes three propositions any one of which would have warranted the herem afresh, and which Spinoza now sets out in print under a transparent pseudonym so flimsy that everyone knows who has written them:

That the Bible is a historical text, to be read by the same critical methods we would apply to any other ancient text. That the proper relation of religion to state is one of complete separation, in which religious authority has no power to compel and state authority has no power over conscience. That the highest form of love is amor Dei intellectualis, the intellectual love of God, by which Spinoza means the recognition of the necessary order of nature considered under the aspect of eternity — sub specie aeternitatis — and which has nothing to do with the personal providential God of either Judaism or Christianity, and everything to do with the immanent unfolding of substance as such.

Deus sive Natura. God or Nature. The same thing seen from two sides. This is the position the Mahamad’s witnesses had heard from him in the early 1650s. This is the position for which the writ at 27 July 1656 was issued. This is the position Spinoza spent the rest of his life working out.

(Personally one finds it useful to dwell on the temporal collapse here. The Heretic at twenty-three is identical with the Heretic at forty-four. The position does not move. The world moves around him. By the time the Ethics is published in 1677, the position has acquired the geometric demonstration the herem witnesses could not have anticipated — but the position itself is the position they testified to. The Heretic’s life is the long demonstration that what was being expelled in 1656 was correct.)

* * *

The Twin Founders

Matthew Stewart, in The Courtier and the Heretic, argues that Spinoza and Leibniz are ´´the twin founders of modern thought´´ (page 17). The argument is not casual. Spinoza, as Stewart sets it out at page 16, is ´´the first and archetypal instance of the active response to modernity — an affirmation of the modern world that today we associate mainly with secular liberalism.´´ Leibniz, in the same passage, is ´´no less farsighted than his rival, and no less grand in his ambitions.´´ But the two men ´´belonged to their age in very different ways. In circumstances of birth, in social position, in personal aspirations, in eating habits, fashion sense, and the infinity of small things that make up what we call character, the glamorous polymath of Hanover and the saintly revolutionary of The Hague were nearly perfect contraries. And there are no two finer examples of the dictum that character is philosophy.´´

The two men met once. The meeting was in November 1676 — ´´on or around November 16, 1676´´, in the dust-jacket formulation of Stewart’s book, though scholars elsewhere have placed it slightly later in the same week — at Spinoza’s lodgings in The Hague. Leibniz, then thirty years old, the polymath inventor of the calculus, returning from a multi-year sojourn in Paris to take up his lifelong position as librarian and counsellor to the Duke of Brunswick-Lüneburg at Hanover, made a detour to Holland for the sole purpose of meeting the Jewish heretic he had been secretly reading for years while publicly denouncing.

What happened in that room we do not entirely know. Some letters, some notes, some glancing references in later correspondence. Stewart’s argument is that Leibniz’s entire subsequent philosophical project — the Monadology, the Theodicy, the calculus, the characteristica universalis, the ecumenical project to reunite the Christian confessions — is structured by what was said in that November room. ´´The meeting with Spinoza was the defining event of Leibniz’s life. Everything before points toward it for resolution; and everything after points back for explanation.´´ (Stewart, Courtier and the Heretic, page 15.)

This is the scene we will take up in Chapter 2. For now, we mark the structural relation. The Courtier — Leibniz, the man of the courts of Mainz and Paris and Hanover, the man who climbed the ladder of patronage and counselled princes and presented his calculus to Louis XIV’s Academy and his Theodicy to Queen Sophie Charlotte of Prussia — was driven, at the secret centre of his life, by what The Heretic had thought. The Heretic — Spinoza, the lens-grinder in The Hague, banned, anonymous, on his way to dying at forty-four — was the gravitational mass around which the Courtier’s whole career was orbiting. The Courtier could not say so in public. He could only say so in November 1676, in a private room, to the Heretic’s face.

What was at stake between them? Not, as the standard story has it, only the question of God. The question of God was the surface. The deeper question was the question of authority. Who decides what counts as knowledge? Who decides what the texts mean? Who decides who is in the community and who is outside it? Who decides the four cubits?

The seventeenth century is the moment at which these questions become, for the first time in European history, askable. Spinoza asks them. Leibniz, in his more cautious idiom, is asking them too. The post-1648 settlement had ended the wars of religion by partitioning the European confessional terrain — but the partition could not contain the questions that the partition had failed to answer. The questions kept asking themselves. The Heretic was the answer the post-1648 settlement had not contemplated. The Courtier was the answer the post-1648 settlement could contain. We live, three hundred and seventy years later, in the world that meeting produced.

* * *

The Three-Generation BBC Documentary Lineage

There is a present-day version of this argument that is not generally recognised as a version of this argument. It runs through three generations of one BBC documentary lineage and across three decades of British public-service television, and it ends with David Malone of Golem XIV — one of the four pamphleteers Chapter 4 of this volume will name — making a film in 2007 about four mathematicians who tried to complete the systems from within and were destroyed by them. The film is Dangerous Knowledge. It was broadcast on BBC Two in two episodes in 2007. It is, in form and in argument, a Spinozistic film.

The lineage. Jacob Bronowski’s The Ascent of Man, broadcast in 1973, was produced by Adrian Malone — David’s father. The closing episode, Knowledge or Certainty, was filmed in part at Auschwitz, and contains the moment when Bronowski wades into the pond at the camp where the ashes of the dead were dumped, and bends down to scoop a handful of mud, and quotes Oliver Cromwell back to the twentieth century: ´´I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken.´´ That is the Bronowski-Adrian-Malone moment of 1973. The Heretic, at four cubits’ distance from the priestly classes — scientific, religious, political — names the consequence of false certainty in the most concrete physical form the twentieth century could provide.

John Kenneth Galbraith’s The Age of Uncertainty, broadcast in 1977, was also produced by Adrian Malone. Galbraith there is the Heretic of post-war American political economy, the man who had advised three Presidents and broken with all of them, the Harvard professor who would not be Keynes or Friedman because he was not, finally, an academic. He was a senior statesman of the heterodox tradition. The series is sometimes treated as a curiosity now — partly because Margaret Thatcher and Sir Keith Joseph, in 1977, objected to it formally — but the formal objection is itself part of the argument. Galbraith was not allowed to be the last word on political economy in 1977 because political economy in 1977 was being prepared, in Conservative party offices in London and in the Robert Chitester offices at PBS WQLN Erie Pennsylvania, for the Friedman Free to Choose counterposing that would air in 1980. We will come to Free to Choose in Chapter 6.

David Malone — son of Adrian — in 2007 inherits the lineage and applies it to the mathematical-logical substrate that underwrites the contemporary computational-financial system. Dangerous Knowledge opens at Halle in Eastern Germany. Halle is the provincial town where Martin Luther once preached the Reformation. The camera frames the lecture theatre at Halle University, the room where Georg Cantor worked, and Malone’s voice-over names the structural connection. ´´This is Halle. A provincial town in Eastern Germany, where Martin Luther once preached the reformation. Our story starts here, at the towns university with a mathematics professor. A man called Georg Cantor, who started a revolution he never really meant to start. But which eventually threatened to shake the whole of mathematics and science on it’s foundations.´´ [SUBSTRATE-VIA-DRAFTER-SEAT — the Malone Dangerous Knowledge 2007 full transcript is at the watcher seat; this seat carries the opener via the drafter-seat composition of 23 May 2026 15:00 BST; verification against the on-disk transcript pending Roger’s ship.]

The film argues that the mathematical revolutions Cantor, Boltzmann, Gödel, and Turing carried out at the turn of the twentieth century were the same kind of operation Luther’s theological revolution had been at the start of the sixteenth — a tearing open of the official institutional Reason of the time, conducted at personal cost, resulting in the institutional excommunication of the operators and the eventual displacement of the official Reason by the dissenting operation. Cantor: psychiatric breakdown, multiple confinements at the Halle nerve clinic, dying in 1918. Boltzmann: suicide by hanging in 1906 at Duino, Italy, after a long depression and the persistent rejection of his atomic-statistical thermodynamics by Mach’s positivist establishment. Gödel: paranoia about poisoning, refusal to eat any food his wife had not prepared, dying of starvation at Princeton in 1978 when his wife was hospitalised and he would not accept food from anyone else. Turing: chemically castrated by the British state in 1952 after his conviction for gross indecency, dying by cyanide poisoning at Wilmslow in 1954 — formally a suicide; the questions persist.

Four heretics. Four four-cubits operations. Four institutional defeats and four lasting victories. The mathematics carried. The institutions broke.

David Malone did not draw the line back to Spinoza. The line goes back to Spinoza. Malone was tracing the same line. The Reformation continuation thesis — that the operations of European reasoned dissent across the four centuries since 1517 are continuous with each other, that they form a single lineage of which the 1656 herem is the originary moment, and that the contemporary moment is the moment at which the lineage is asking to be completed in the monetary sphere as it was completed in the religious and political spheres by 1648 — is not Roger Lewis’s idiosyncratic frame. It is the frame the four-pamphleteer collaborator filmed in 2007, before the Global Financial Crisis, before the October 2019 SUERF Policy Note 105, before any of the contemporary monetary-administrative apparatus had visibly assembled itself. Malone saw it then. Malone is still seeing it.

* * *

What the Heretic Did with the Twenty-One Years

Twenty-one years between the herem and the death. In those twenty-one years Spinoza produced:

The Principles of Cartesian Philosophy (1663) — the only work published under his own name in his lifetime, a geometrical exposition of Descartes’ philosophy with which Spinoza substantially disagreed, presented for the use of a private pupil and published with a careful introductory disclaimer making clear that the geometrical exposition was not necessarily Spinoza’s own view.

The Theological-Political Treatise (Tractatus Theologico-Politicus) of 1670, published anonymously, with a false Hamburg imprint, banned successively by the Dutch Reformed authorities (1674), the Catholic Index (1679), and most European confessional jurisdictions thereafter. The book is the founding modern statement of secular liberalism. It contains the proposition that the proper authority of religion is over conscience alone; that the state has no business compelling religious adherence; that the Bible is to be read historically and critically as any other ancient document; that the freedom to philosophise is the precondition of every other freedom. Libertas philosophandi. The freedom to philosophise. This is what The Heretic was defending. This is what could not be granted under the cuius regio settlement of 1648.

The Political Treatise (Tractatus Politicus), left unfinished at Spinoza’s death and published posthumously in the Opera Posthuma of 1677, develops a comparative analysis of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy, with democracy named as the form of government most consonant with the natural rights and natural reason of the multitude. The argument is recognisably modern. It is also recognisably premodern, in the sense that Spinoza is reading the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic — where he is living and writing — as a living instance of the democratic form. The Dutch Republic is, in Spinoza’s reading, the post-confessional polity that the rest of Europe is failing to become.

The Ethics (Ethica Ordine Geometrico Demonstrata) — Ethics Demonstrated in Geometric Order — completed in manuscript by 1675, circulated to a small circle of correspondents (Henry Oldenburg of the Royal Society in London, Ehrenfried Walther von Tschirnhaus, Lodewijk Meyer, Johannes Bouwmeester, Johan Bresser, others), and published posthumously in the Opera Posthuma of 1677. The Ethics is the geometrical demonstration of the position that had been imputed to Spinoza in 1656 and that the Tractatus had presented in narrative form in 1670. It begins with definitions and axioms. It proceeds by propositions and demonstrations. It arrives, with the inexorability of Euclid, at the conclusion that the only adequate object of love is the order of nature itself, considered under the aspect of eternity. This is the conclusion the Mahamad had identified in 1656. It is the conclusion for which the writ was issued.

Wikiquote’s verified attestations from the Ethics include three propositions that suffice to mark the territory: ´´God is the Immanent Cause of all things, never truly transcendent´´ (Part I, Proposition XVIII); ´´the order and connection of ideas is identical with the order and connection of things´´ (Part II, Proposition VII); ´´we feel and know that we are eternal´´ (Part V, Proposition XXIII). Each of these is a heresy by the standards of every seventeenth-century confessional jurisdiction. Each is also a foundational proposition of modern philosophy. The Heretic’s positions, at twenty-three years old in 1656, became the propositions of European philosophy by 1900. The defeat at 27 July 1656 was the victory across the next two and a half centuries.

What did Spinoza eat? Frugal meals. Bread and butter. Some vegetables. Occasionally a small piece of meat. He smoked a pipe in the evenings. He drank a little wine. The lodgings at The Hague — at the Pavilioensgracht where he lived his final years with the painter Van der Spyck and his wife Margaretha — were modest. The trade of lens-grinding paid the rent. The annuity from Simon de Vries (who had wanted to leave Spinoza his entire estate; Spinoza had insisted he take only what he needed, a small yearly stipend, and that the rest go to de Vries’ brother) covered the books. The community at four cubits’ distance was always there. Spinoza did not become a recluse. He corresponded with the Royal Society. He received visitors. He took on pupils.

The Heretic does not retreat from the world. The Heretic engages the world from the four-cubits position. This is the working meaning of the four cubits. It is also the working meaning of the customer-funded, mutual, locally-anchored finance the volume’s later chapters will set out. The Bank of North Dakota since 1919; the German Sparkassen tradition since the 1840s; the Volksbanken since Schulze-Delitzsch and Raiffeisen in the 1850s and 1860s; Richard Werner’s Hampshire Community Bank in our own decade — these are the four-cubits operations in the monetary sphere. They are not retreats from the financial system. They are engagements with the financial system from the dissenting position. They are what The Heretic-as-institutional-form looks like when the question is money rather than God.

* * *

The Contemporary Heretic and the Klein Bottle

The substrate connection is alive in the present. On the night of 30 March 2026, David Malone — son of the producer who made The Ascent of Man and The Age of Uncertainty, maker of Dangerous Knowledge in his own right — sent an email to Roger Lewis at his Sweden address. The email pictured an infinitely large circle: because it is infinite, even though it must be curved, at any point on its circumference it must also be flat. ´´Now picture this circle touching at one point only a second infinite circle. The two circles touch like a figure 8. That is where they touch, where they are tangent to each other they are curving away in opposite directions. Yet at that one point as we have already noted that point is flat.´´ The vision Malone described was the saddle-point of Poincaré’s three-body problem and Lorenz’s chaotic attractor. ´´It is how I imagine free will and life.´´ (Source: Roger Lewis, Dangerous Knowledge, Part II, DoughForge corpus, 30-31 March 2026.)

Roger replied overnight from Sweden:

´´That is also my vision you describe Riemannian geometry, and also a Klein bottle. What you describe and what it is the image of the metaphor is is reality and free will it is a matter of freewill then of whether we see the god in it for the god in it is all of us the one and the everything the undescribable and indefineable. Its what drove the dangerous knowledge dramatis personae mad.´´

The figure-8. The ∞ symbol lying on its side. In topology, a circle has genus 0. The figure-8 has genus 1 — a torus when extended into three dimensions. The Klein bottle is the non-orientable surface that the figure-8 generates when its tangent point is allowed to pass through itself. It is the surface on which inside and outside are the same.

Spinoza’s Deus sive Natura is the Klein bottle of seventeenth-century metaphysics. The inside is the outside. God is Nature. Substance is the same substance seen from two sides. There is no transcendent point of view from which the immanent order can be judged. There is only the immanent order, considered under the aspect of eternity. Sub specie aeternitatis. The mathematicians of Dangerous Knowledge — Cantor, Boltzmann, Gödel, Turing — were trying to complete their formal systems from within, and were destroyed by the systems’ refusal to be completed from within. The Heretic at 27 July 1656 had already known this. The system cannot be completed from within. The Heretic completes from four cubits’ distance.

* * *

The Concluding Prayer

This is what Roger has been saying, in his own register, since 2016. The first part of his epic poetry trilogy in four parts, Usury Hell’s Fuel and Man’s Oppressor (©Roger G Lewis 2016), closes with what Roger calls the Concluding Prayer. The text is verified against the on-disk source — manuscripts\library\philosoetry.epub at OEBPS/23_chapter-20.xhtml — audit 21 May 2026 14:12 WEST. We quote it in full because the voice profile permits The Sudden Poem and because the prayer is the volume’s working title in compressed form:

´´Spartan Ephors of prudence pass judgement on all and stand above and astride the law… So draw the bow of truth with intentness in the eye, seek out the irreducible posits, the epistemological gods of homer. If there be one free miracle let the ephors explain the rest. What is this power of usury? Where did this power come from? Who is it exercised for and to whom do you ephors of usury answer to? And now let me ask. How do we take this power away? Only then we shall see good faith and brotherhood restored to the commons.´´

The Spartan Ephors of prudence. The line is doing two things at once. It is invoking the historical Ephors of Sparta — the five magistrates elected annually who watched the Spartan kings — as a structural figure for the priestly class of any subsequent settlement. And it is naming the contemporary monetary administration, which Volume 2 of this trilogy called Ephors of Debt, as the post-1944 instance of the same structural figure. The Heretic of 1656 had said the same thing about the rabbinical Mahamad and the post-1648 confessional authority of the Reformed and Catholic and Lutheran churches: the priestly class of every settlement is the watching body that has acquired more authority than the body it was instituted to supervise. The Roman papacy at the Council of Trent. The Calvinist consistory at Geneva. The



* * *

The Question Returned




* * *
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