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Biological nature of Man and Eternity of Mind:
Spinoza’s theory of Death and Life

Tomomi Asakura

Spinoza’s system has two incompatible aspects——purely mechanical or
biological explanation of human being, and the apparently spiritual theory
centered around the eternity of human mind. Historically, his system has
been infamous either for its materialistic determinism or for its pantheistic
mysticism. As for the former aspect, we must appreciate the quite modern
meaning of it in the light of today’s molecular biology, which has
unquestionably showed the mechanical nature of life in molecular level, not
only in its physical phenomena but also in the mental sphere. Spinoza’s basic
treatment of life, that is, purely mechanical and deterministic view of human
being, is decisively validated by today’s scientists (notably Damasio). As for
the latter aspect, Spinoza’s spiritual theory of eternity is understood as
inevitable element of his philosophy, and we can no longer dismiss this part
of the system as mere pathetic fallacy; its theoretical validity is well
explained by interpreters of the last century (Gueroult, Deleuze, etc.).

However, we must see the fact that these two aspects can be covered by
one theme, that is, ours in this project——the construction of death and life
studies. For us, the mechanical explanation of human being given by
modern science is itself a source of big trouble, as it doesn’t give us a proper
treatment of human death and spirituality. If Spinoza had no idea to go
beyond the mere mechanics of biochemical molecules, his theory must have
been condemned as the source of modern human conditions (like
Descartes’); but he does show us spiritual theory of eternity on the other
hand, and it must give us a hint to conquer the problem of modern view of
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life, if these two aspects are shown to be inseparable each other.

Here we try to give a rough sketch of the basic structure of his system,
and how these two aspects, apparently inconsistent, are theoretically
connected and inseparable. The outline of this theory is: Spinoza pursues his
strictly biological view of human being in an ontological way, and this
pursuit itself leads him to the theory of eternity. If we see this structure of
the system, we find that it points us the rich possibility of the complete
mechanical explanation of life in the future, as it nonetheless shows us the
way to the salvation of human being, and the precise meaning of the
spirituality and the eternity of mind beyond mere physical death.
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