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SUMMARY

The Belief of Ourselves as a Part of Nature from within it:
An Introduction for the Reading of Letter 32

Tatsuya TACHIBANA

This paper provides preparation for understanding Spinoza’s thoughts on the
part and whole in Letter 32 to Oldenberg. This letter has some interesting parts,
which include his thoughts on part and whole, and so they are often referred to and
interpreted separately. However, I try to find a coherent process for reading them
altogether. To do that, in this paper I establish his intention and analyze the first half
of the letter.

I start by confirming the context in which Spinoza expresses his thoughts in
the letter. From there, I put forth two constraints for understanding it. The first
constraint is that it must encourage a kind of ethical attitude that does not permit us
to mock and grieve any human natures as inferior, and the second constraint is that it
must give a reason to believe in ourselves as “a part of nature” without knowledge of
“total nature and all its parts.” Next, I discuss the meaning of Spinoza’s premise. He
calls to the reader’s attention that there exists neither beauty nor ugliness, order nor
confusion in nature. I interpret this based on the premise that Spinoza eliminates any
hierarchies in nature (satisfying the first constraint,) and eliminates the idea of
viewing parts and wholes from a hierarchical perspective. Then, I confirm his basic
notion of part and whole, where I understand his idea as the following: he judges if
one is whole or part by the horizontal relationship between itself and the other. This
idea does not require all parts to know their whole, nor a given whole to know its
parts (satisfying the second constraint.) Finally, these discussions lead to my
interpretation of the fiction given by Spinoza of “a worm in blood” as an accurate
analogy to “a human in the universe.” I conclude that he avoids appealing to the
perspective of transcending the parts to thinking of ourselves as a part of nature, and

that the rest of the letter must be read with that in mind.



