PHILOSOPHY 4020 History of Modern Philosophy

The Excommunication of Baruch Spinoza.

Spinoza’s cherem (excommunication) from the Amsterdam Jewish community on 27 July 1656 was effected by
way public denunciation; the following document translates the official record of that denunciation:

The Lords of the ma’amad, having long known of the evil opinions and acts of Baruch
de Spinoza, have endeavord by various means and promises, to turn him from his evil
ways. But having failed to make him mend his wicked ways, and, on the contrary,
daily receiving more and more serious information about the abominable heresies
which he practiced and taught and about his monstrous deeds, and having for this
numerous trustworthy witnesses who have deposed and born witness to this effect in
the presence of the said Espinoza, they became convinced of the truth of the matter;
and after all of this has been investigated in the presence of the honorable chachamin,
they have decided, with their consent, that the said Espinoza should be
excommunicated and expelled from the people of Israel. By the 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
all the Holy Congregation, in front of these holy Scrolls with the six-hundred-and-
thirteen precepts which are written therein, with the excommunication with which
Joshua banned Jericho, with the curse with which Elisha cursed the boys, and with all
the curses 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; the anger and wrath of the Lord will rage against this man, and bring upon
him all the curses which are written in this book, and the Lord will blot out his name
from under heaven, and the Lord will separate him to his injury from all the tribes of
Israel with all the curses of the covenant, which are written in the Book of the Law. But
you who cleave unto the Lord God are all alive this day. We order that no one should
communicate with him orally or in writing, or show him any favor, or stay with him
under the same roof, or within four ells of him, or read anything composed or written
by him.

Strong stuff, echoes of which can be heard in the concluding arguments of Spinoza’s 1670 Tractatus Theologico-
Politicus:

... 1t i1s impossible for the mind to be completely under another’s control; for no one is
able to transfer to another his natural right or faculty to reason freely and to form his
own judgment on any matters whatsoever, nor can he be compelled to do so.
Consequently, a government that attempts to control men’s minds is regarded as
tyrannical, and a sovereign is thought to wrong his subjects and infringe their right
when he seeks to prescribe for every man what he should accept as true and reject as
false, and what are the beliefs that will inspire him with devotion to God. . . . it follows
that utter failure will attend any attempt in a commonwealth to force men to speak only
as prescribed by the sovereign despite their different and opposing opinions. . . .
Therefore the most tyrannical government will be one where the individual is denied
the freedom to express and to communicate to others what he thinks, and a moderate
government is one where this freedom is granted to every man [TTP, XX:1-4].

Spinoza’s Excommunication --Bombardi



