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BODIES AND THE SUBJECTS OF ETHICS AND METAPHYSICS

di Tom Sorell

There is a difference between the subject of Descartes’s metaphysics and
the subject of Descartes’s ethics. The subject of Descartes’s metaphysics
is a self that is substantially complete with only a capacity for pure under-
standing; the subject of Descartes’s ethics is the living human being, with
the body-involving capacities of sensation, perception, imagination and volun-
tary motion, as well as pure understanding. Both subjects play a role in
Descartes’s metaphysical writings, which can make it seem as if he has
two different, even inconsistent, accounts of the metaphysical subject. This
is the impression created by the controversy between writers who think that
Descartes was a dualist, and those who think he was a trialist'. But Des-
cartes is not in fact guilty of inconsistency. The subject of Descartes’s
metaphysics has all and only those capacities required for scientia about
the physical world. The subject of ethics has all and only those capacities
required for being a self-perfecting, decisive agent with no grounds for prac-
tical regret. Some of the capacities required for scientia about the physical
world are capacities required for ethics, since the pure understanding and
its methods of controlled assent are in play in both cases, but upright practi-
cal life requires further capacities besides. Or so I am going to argue. But
even if there is no inconsistency in Descartes’s conception of the metaphysi-
cal subject, it might be thought that Descartes betrays the much-vaunted
foundational role of his metaphysics by giving any role in it to the subject
of as derivative a science as ethics. I am going to suggest that this thought,
too, is mistaken. The subject of ethics is not brought into the metaphysical
writings in such a way as to compromise their foundational character.

1. See J. Cottingham, ‘Cartesian Trialism’ Mind 94 (1985) pp. 218-30; P. Hoffman, ‘The
Unity of Descartes’s Man’ Philosophical Review 95 (1986), pp. 339-370. For a more recent
discussion, see D. Yandell, ‘Did Descartes Abandon Dualism? The Nature of the Union of
Mind and Body’ British Journal for the History of Philosophy 7 (1999) pp. 199-218.
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374 Tom Sorell

As is well known, there are two places in the Meditations where Descartes
considers his own nature at some length. Meditation Two is the first of
the two. Here Descartes asks what he is, and answers,

A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing that doubts, understands, affirms, denies,

is willing, is unwilling, and also imagines and has sensory perceptions ATVII 28;
CSM 1I 19).

He goes on immediately to qualify this answer, so as to make his inclusion
of imagination and sensory perception under the heading of ‘thinking’ con-
sistent with what he is allowed to assume while following the method of
doubt. The doubt requires him to suppose that he may have no body and
no senses; so how can he imagine and have sense perceptions as a thinking
thing? The most he can be certain of, he says, is that he seems to imagine
and have sense experience. But even after he has added these qualifications,
his answer to the question of what his nature is, is still tentative. This
is partly because no conclusion reached before the end of Meditation Three
is certain beyond the time it is being considered. But another reason why
the conclusion in Meditation Two is tentative is that Meditation Six comes
at the question of his nature from a different direction

Meditation Six is the second place where Descartes considers his own
nature at length. And here he seems to take back the suggestion made
in Meditation Two that his nature extends to imagining and having sense
perception:

I find in myself faculties for certain special modes of thinking, namely imagination
and sensory perception. Now I can clearly and distinctly understand myself as a
whole without these faculties; but I cannot, conversely, understand these faculties
without me, that is, without an intellectual substance to inhere in (AT VII 78;
CSM 11 78).

Since I can be clearly and distinctly conceived minus perception and imagi-
nation, they do not belong to my nature. On the contrary, Descartes has
already said in Meditation Six that imagining is ‘not a necessary constituent
of my own essence, that is, of the essence of my mind’ (AT VII 73; CSM
II 51). Not being a necessary constituent of my essence, the power of imagin-
ing doesn’t depend on me, but on something else, possibly or probably
‘this very body that enables me to imagine corporeal things’. Meditation
Six, then, comes close to identifying imagination with a faculty of the em-
bodied human being, not the self. Indeed, Descartes only holds back from
asserting this outright because he isn’t officially sure yet that there are any
bodies, and he needs to prove that. What seems to be beyond doubt is
that, strictly speaking, he is not essentially an imagining thing and a sensing
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Bodies and the Subjects of Ethics and Metaphysics 375

thing, still less a thing that essentally changes position, that has a body
of one size now and a different size later, and so on. He is essentially
a fairly pure, active intellect.

That could be regarded as Descartes’s final or considered position about
his own nature, if it were not for the fact that in his correspondence, and
even further along in Meditation Six, he seems to retreat from a purist
understanding of his nature. A source in Descartes’s correspondence with
an important bearing on the question of how many selves he recognises
is the letter to Elizabeth for 28 June 1643. In the letter just preceding
this one in his correspondence with Elizabeth, Descartes had said that there
are ‘two facts about the human soul on which depends all the knowledge
we can have of its nature. The first is that it thinks, the second is that,
being united to the body, it can act and be acted upon with it’ (AT III
664-5: CSM III 218). Descartes’s enlargement on these two facts puzzled
Elizabeth, and in the letter of 28 June, he tried to clear up the matter:

Your Highness observes that it is easier to attribute matter and extension to the
soul than to attribute to it the capacity to move and be moved by the body without
having such matter and extension. I beg her to feel free to attribute this matter
and extension to the soul because that is simply to conceive it as united to the
body. And once she has formed a proper conception of this and experienced it
in herself, it will be easy for her to consider that the matter she attributed to the
thought is not thought itself, and the extension of this matter is of a different
nature from the extension of the thought, because the former has a determinate
location, such that it thereby excludes all bodily extension, which is not the case
with the latter (AT III 694; CSM III 228).

Descartes here seems to be taking liberties with, and to be encouraging
Elizabeth to take liberties with, his theory of the nature of the soul. Whatever
sort of sense it might possibly make to attribute extension to a particular
human being, or for a particular human being to think to himself or herself
‘I am extended’, it makes no sense at all, in Descartes’s theory, to attribute
extension or matter to the soul, and Descartes is saying in the letter to
Elizabeth that this attribution is all right, and that it amounts to conceiving
the unity of the mind with the body. The reason ‘I am extended’ might
just make sense is that ‘I’ can be used to refer prephilosophically to the
union of soul and body, or it can be used in its strict philosophical sense,
to name only the soul. Only the former of the two uses permits the self-
attribution of extension, but in the letter to Elizabeth he seems to be saying
that it is allowed by the other use of ‘I’ as well.

I do not believe that there is a strict reading of Descartes’s letter that
can clear him of the charge of contradicting his own theory of the soul.
But against this must be set the fact that some of the phrases that get
him into trouble are uncharacteristic. Descartes speaks in the passage of
conceiving the union between soul and body by attributing extension to

This content downloaded from
92.236.49.10 on Thu, 04 Jan 2024 14:41:21 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



376 Tom Sorell

the soul, but he goes on to speak of experiencing this union, and to suggest
that experiencing it, as much as conceiving it, is the key to reconciling
the union of soul and body with the real distinction between soul and body.
Descartes would have avoided trouble if he had said, what he sometimes
says on other occasions, that the union of mind and body is primarily
a matter of experience, paradigmatically the experience of pain (Principles
11, 2: AT VIIIA; CSM 1 224), while their distinctness is grasped by the
separabability of the conceptions of mind and body, conceptions available
not in experience but to reason. Indeed, in the paragraph that comes just
before the one just quoted, he had written

I supposed that your Highness still had in mind the arguments proving the distinction
between the soul and the body, and I did not want to ask her to put them aside
in order to represent to herself the notion of the union which everyone invariably
experiences in himself without philosophising. Everyone feels that he is a single
person with body and thought so related by nature that the thought can move
the body and feel the things which happen to it (AT III 693-4; CSM III 228 my
emphasis).

This does come closer to the more careful formulation that Descartes
more characteristically uses. According to this passage the difference be-
tween the immaterial soul and the ‘single person with body and thought’
is the relation between the philosophical and prephilosophical conceptions
of the subject. The prephilosophical conception of the self isderived from
feeling; the philosophical one is the result of subtracting everything that
is not clear and distinct from this prephilosophical conception.

In Meditation Six, the transition from the discussion of the real distinction
to the phenomenon of union is managed with the help of more than the
distinction between reason and feeling. Descartes introduces a notion of
nature in general, and, in light of that notion, a notion of his own nature:

[T]here is no doubt that everything that I am taught by nature contains some truth.
For if nature is considered in its most general aspect, then I understand by the
term nothing other than God himself, or the ordered system of created things estab-
lished by God. And by my own nature in particular I understand nothing other
than the totality of things bestowed on me by God (AT VII 80; CSM II 56).

But this passage seems to multiply senses of ‘my own nature’ and to
introduce inconsistency between the sense that phrase has at the conclusion
of the argument for the real distinction and the sense of that phrase further
on in Meditation Six. For prima facie, ‘the totality of things bestowed on
me by nature’ can include my body and my life, and this goes beyond
a capacity for thought or existence as an immaterial thing or pure intellect
and will. The suspicion that the new understanding of ‘my nature’ is more
inclusive than the old seems to be confirmed in the space of a page. For
Descartes says in so many words that some of the things bestowed on me
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Bodies and the Subjects of Ethics and Metaphysics 377

by God belong to body alone and to the composite of mind and body
alone (AT VII 82; CSM II 57). He talks in particular about the «sensory
perceptions» given me by nature: this makes the body-involving capacity
for sensation part of my nature, though it was subtracted from my nature
earlier in Meditation Six.

Is there a way of reconciling the senses of ‘my own nature’? There is,
if we suppose that the ‘my own nature’ of the real distinction belongs to
metaphysics, and the more inclusive notion belongs to ethics. For the pur-
poses of metaphysics immateriality alone constitutes one’s nature; but for
the purposes of ethics one’s nature is composite.

II

The closest Descartes came in his writings to a full-fledged ethical treatise
is The Passions of the Soul, though there are indications of an ethical
theory in Part Three of the Discourse and in his correspondence with Elizabeth
and Queen Christina. The Passions of the Soul is an ethical treatise in
the sense that it specifies the nature of an unobvious sort of well-being
that human beings can attain, and states schematically the means of attain-
ing it. It is true that the Passions of the Soul is an ethical treatise among
other things. It has perhaps a stronger claim to count as systematic clas-
sificatory psychology — classification of the passions — along with indica-
tions of physiological mechanisms associated with the most basic passions.
Whatever the exact proportions of ethics to psychology and physiology in
it, however, the treatise has clear implications for the traditional ethical
question of the nature of moral conflict and the control of the passions.

Descartes is contemptuous of the ancient theory according to which moral
conflict is a struggle between personified higher and lower forces in the
individual. The alternative account is entirely subpersonal and heavily de-
pendent on the mind-body distinction. Thus, when someone is torn about
what to do and feels base forces pulling him in one direction and higher
forces pulling him in another, what is taking place within the agent, accord-
ing to Descartes, is not some battle between a higher self and a lower
self, but rather a movement back and forth of the pineal gland by the
body and the soul in turn (Passions § 47: AT XI 365; CSM 1 346). It
is the bodily-based movements that constitute the base forces — the forces
opposed to reason (Ibid.) It is the bodily based forces that produce the
passions by moving the pineal gland in such a way as to produce the will
or desire to do something in the soul. To the extent that ethics is about
the control of the passions — Descartes says that the chief utility of morality
is to control the desire produced by the animal spirits (Passions § 144:
AT XI 436; CSM 1 379) — its subject matter results from the fact of
embodiment. There is such a thing as agency apart from embodiment —
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378 Tom Sorell

acts of judgement, for example — and the soul is able to produce some
passions on its own (Passions § 147), which turn out to be the key to
human well-being, or at least the best sort of human well-being (Ibid.)
— but love, hatred, desire, joy and sadness, and especially sadness are
for the protection and perfection of the embodied being, and a part of
ethics is for controlling these passions or removing their defects (Passions
§§ 137-8).

There is a systematic connection between the subject presupposed by ethics
and the inclusive conception of my nature found in Meditation Six. If my
nature is the sum total of the goods of body, the goods of mind, and
the goods of mind-body union, then ethics is the science of preserving or
increasing all of those goods. On the other hand, since Descartes seems
to privilege the goods of the soul over other goods, and to gear some of
the precepts of ethics to a conception of the subject that seems to identify
it with the soul, there is some ground for the suspicion that Descartes has,
if not two ethical theories, then one ethics for the higher self, or the self
his metaphysics reveals as the true self: namely, the immaterial res cogitans,
and another ethics for the embodied self. I shall return to the question
of whether Descartes multiplies ethical subjects, and whether, if he does,
that can be held against him. But a prior question concerns the embodied
subject of ethics. It is one thing for this subject to emerge in The Passions
of the Soul, that is, in the context of what is undoubtedly a hybrid science
of ethics, one that draws on psychology, physiology and metaphysics. But
what is this subject doing in the Meditations?

The Meditations is the official statement of Descartes’s metaphysics, and,
as everyone knows, metaphysics is supposed to be the foundational subject
par excellence. How can it have that status and yet draw elements from
the non-foundational branches of science-physics and medicine? It is clear
that Meditation Six does contain such non-metaphysical elements, which
helps to confirm the suggestion that the self it talks about and the self
presupposed by the ethics of the Passions are the same. For example, toward
the end of Meditation Six, there is a short account of dropsy ( AT VII
84; CSM II 58), followed by a brief digression on the functioning of the
pineal gland in relation to the other parts of the body (AT VII 86-88;
CSM 11 59-61). Can Descartes legitimately exploit these bits of theory? And
what relevance can they or the subject of ethical theory have to the main
line of thought of the Meditations?

To take the first question first, there is no tension between the foundation-
al status of metaphysics and the appearance, at the end of Descartes’s main
metaphysical treatise, of findings from the extra-metaphysical parts of science.
The task that the metaphysics has to discharge is that of showing that
human beings are not of such a nature as to be deceived about what seems
most evident to them. This task is discharged as soon as Descartes proves,
on the basis of the non-deceivingness of God, that, in general, whatever
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Bodies and the Subjects of Ethics and Metaphysics 379

is clearly and distinctly perceived is true. By the point in Meditation Six
at which he introduces the inclusive conception of his own nature, that
rule has been established, and, on the strength of it, the reality of the
nature of matter (extension), the nature of mind (thought) and the existence
outside the mind of things with both those natures. Whatever separately
clear and distinct conclusions from Descartes’s physiological and other
researches he now wants to bring in — and he has many of these, some
published some not, he can refer to ad lib without the foundational charac-
ter of the metaphysics being compromised.

Another way of putting it is by saying that the foundations of the sciences
are laid before the end of Meditation Six. No metaphysical conclusion de-
pends on Descartes’s explanation of dropsy, or his theory of the way the
functions of the parts of the body are unified by the function of the pineal
gland. Instead, the explanations suggest a use for certain kinds of sensory
capacity, once metaphysics has shown that sensory capacities, though part
of the endowment of a benign God, are no source for conclusions about
the natures of things. Descartes’s suggestion is that sensory information
operates directly and without the intervention of reasoning to make us pur-
sue and avoid things that, normally, it is beneficial for us to pursue and
avoid. And by °‘beneficial for us to pursue and avoid’ Descartes means
primarily ‘helpful to us in preserving and prolonging life’.

In understudied sections at the end of Part One of the Principles (§§
71ff), Descartes speculatively reconstructs the natural origin of the misuse
of sensory information to tell us about the natures of external things. In
early childhood, he tells us, the ‘mind was so closely tied to the body that
it had no leisure for any thoughts except those by means of which it had
sensory awareness of what was happening to the body. What was beneficial
or harmful was felt only as pleasure or pain in the body’. (AT VIIIA 35;
CSM 1 218) It is only when the child moves its body and learns to pursue
the beneficial and avoid the harmful that it starts to attribute an independent
existence to the things outside its body, and to refer the colours, smells,
and tastes it experiences, as well as shapes and sizes, to those external things.
‘Moreover, since the mind judged everything in terms of its utility to the
body in which it was immersed, it assessed the amount of reality in each
object by the extent to which it was affected by it’. It is in this way, Des-
cartes says, that we come to think rocks and metals are more substantial
or real or material than water or air. The key to seeing the natures of
things aright is withdrawal from the body acquiring a capacity for judge-
ment that does not assign natures to external objects in relation to how
they can harm or benefit us. Detaching ourselves from the body is partly
a matter of seeing that judgements inspired mainly by our involvement with
our bodies are uncertain or erroneous. The most extreme and radical form
of this detachment is achieved by the radical doubt practised by Descartes
in Meditation One.
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380 Tom Sorell

In the Meditations, the natural history of our immersion and detachment
from the body is at best alluded to. The very first sentence of the work
mentions ‘the large number of falsehoods that I had accepted as true in
my childhood’ — but it certainly does not emerge that these falsehoods
extended to thoughts about the relative degrees of reality of stones and
air, or that these thoughts grew from the natural pursuit of what is beneficial
and the avoidance of what is harmful. The reversion to this side of our
nature in Meditation Six does no more than show that what is bad for
our understanding of the natures of things — our selves as much as physical
objects — can be good for keeping us alive.

I

Descartes is not inconsistent, then, in recognising two natures for us in
Meditation Six. Although we are clearly and distinctly conceivable just as
thinking things, we are made by God to live as well as to think, and so
under the description «part of the creation» the self has a more and less
elaborate nature — on the one hand, as the thinking cultivator of the goods
of mind, body and mind-body union — the thinking pursuer of human
well-being-and, on the other hand, the thinking pursuer of scientia simply.

I have been calling the living, embodied self the self of ethics, but, as
indicated earlier, this way of speaking may be questionable. There is a
reading of the Passions of the Soul according to which the best sort of
well-being is accessible to the soul alone, operating independently of the
body. Descartes may even be read as suggesting that the key to ethics is
to confine one’s aims in life to those whose attainment depends on the
soul alone. If this reading is sound, then the self of ethics may turn out
to be the self of metaphysics after all. This would give Descartes a neater
philosophy than has emerged from my interpretation. The reading seems
to me unsound, however. For one thing, it depends on confining the subject
matter of ethics to what is involved in acquiring the best sort of well-being,
not well-being in general, and there is textual evidence that Descartes took
the wider view.

An important passage in this connection is section 91 of the Passions.
This distinguishes between two types of joy — the kind that is constituted
by the brain’s representing the soul’s possession of some good — which
is a ‘passion’ in Descartes’s technical sense, and, on the other hand

The purely intellectual joy that arises in the soul through the action of the soul
alone. The latter may be said to be a pleasant emotion which the soul arouses
in itself whenever it enjoys a good which the understanding represents to it as its
own (AT XI 397; CSM 1 361).

If ethics were primarily ethics for the soul or pure intellect, then one
might expect Descartes to give directions for detaching onself from impres-
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Bodies and the Subjects of Ethics and Metaphysics 381

sions of the good in one’s brain and increasing the autonomous actions
of the soul. What Descartes goes on to say, however, is that unpassionate
joy cannot be enjoyed on its own in this life:

[Wihile the soul is joined to the body, this intellectual joy can scarcely fail to
be accompanied by the joy which is a passion (Ibid.)

Another passage where Descartes could have revealed his ethics to be
an ethics for the pure soul or intellect is where Descartes talks about the
control of desire. In this passage (section 144: AT IX 436-37; CSM 1 379)
Descartes begins by saying that the chief utility of morality lies in the control
of desire, and that desire is controlled i.e. directed at what it ought to
be directed at, only when it conforms to true knowledge, and that it lacks
control and needs it when it is informed by error. The main sort of error
that informs desire, he says, is error about what goods depend on us, and
what goods don’t. Goods that depend on us alone are never wrong to pursue
or desire, even ardently (Ibid.)

Now if Descartes had intended to give a pointedly metaphysical reading
to desires whose satisfaction depends just on us, he would have given exam-
ples whose conditions of success were dependent just on our pure intellect
and will. But he gives much more down-to-earth examples of ordinary deci-
sions in life. He considers deciding between roads to a destination. When
we have chosen a route to a destination on the basis of the principle that
the safest route is best, and experience shows that the route we have chosen
is safer than others, there is nothing else we should have done but take
the chosen route, even if it turns out that, extraordinarily, we are attacked
on that route. In the end, all we can do is what we have most reason
to do, all things considered. And so our chief practical obligation is to
exercise our judgement well and stick to the conclusions we reach by means
of it. Everything else is out of our hands. This does not mean, as the
example of choosing the safe route should make clear, retreating inwards
so that the only choices we make are between which abstract intellectual
stance to adopt, as in the thought experiments of the Meditations. It means
acting decisively in the real world, within the constraints of imperfect infor-
mation and limited time. It means not just exercising self-control as a recluse,
but actively helping others. Hence the central place given in Descartes’s
ethics to the virtue of generosity (AT XI 446-448; CSM 1 384-5). It means
not just reaching conclusions in thought but acting accordingly. In keeping
with this, Descartes has particularly harsh words for the vice of irresolution
(AT XI 459; CSM 1 390).

Though the matter needs more attention than I can give it here, there
is some reason to conclude that Descartes does not outline an ethics only
or mainly for an inner or immaterial self. It is closer to the truth to say
that he outlines an ethics for an embodied agent, an agent facing the whole
range of life’s demands, in whom bodily-inspired desires need control by
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382 Tom Sorell

a higher inner self. To insist on control is not to insist on the elimination
of these desires. It is not to imply that all desires for goods of the body
are base or irrational. And although the emotions produced in and by the
soul itself have particular value (AT XI 440-441; CSM 1 381), this does
not mean that the value they have derives from operating without or in-
dependently of the bodily-inspired passions. On the contrary, the internal
emotions may come into their own as a means of neutralising or counter-
balancing the effect of the bodily-induced passions.

v

According to the interpretation developed so far, the metaphysical self
and the ethical self are distinct but related. The ethical self is not simply
the metaphysical self plus a body, but rather the set of capacities required
for the cultivation of the whole range of goods bestowed on me by God,
whereas the metaphysical self is only the set of capacities required for the
pursuit of scientia in the face of the possibility that I might be able to
make mistakes even about that which is most evident to me. The question
with which I should like to conclude is that of how, if at all, metaphysics
supplies foundations for ethics in Descartes’s philosophical system?.

I shall suggest that there are several ways in which metaphysics prepares
the way for ethics, but another way in which it does not, but might have
been expected to.

To begin with, the practice of metaphysics exercises some of the capacities
for detachment from the body that ethics requires. In metaphysics one tries
to undo the habit of jumping to conclusions on the basis of sense experience.
Sceptical hypotheses are supposed to arrest that habit, and gradually the
mind is supposed to get used to controlling assent by confining it to matters
that are so clear and distinct that they are undeniable. In ethics, another,
parallel sort of habit is weakened: the habit of acting automatically to satisfy
body-based desires. The more one knows about the generation of those
desires, the more one is alive to a sort of distortion that they can introduce.
They magnify certain goods, or make things that are not in fact good at
all, but pleasurable, seem good. This knowledge about the distorting effect
of the body-based desires counterbalances some of their force. And Des-
cartes also has strategies for voluntarily building up associations between
bodily based desires and counterbalancing thoughts. If we are overcome
by the urges of a glutton we can call up some past experience of disgust
and momentarily get the better of the desire to eat; or, if we feel like

2. This question is not asked nearly often enough. For an account different from ine centering
on the idea of perfecting human beings, see E. Faye, Philosophie et Perfection de I’Homme:
de la Renaissance a Descartes (Vrin, 1998).
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Bodies and the Subjects of Ethics and Metaphysics 383

running at the first sign of danger, we can counteract the feeling by produc-
ing in ourselves thoughts of timidity in others that makes us feel contempt,
and transfer this contempt to ourselves in order to make ourselves stand fast.

None of these strategies could be implemented if we were simply the
play things of our desires — if our bodies simply did what its appetites
disposed them to do. If we were unable to reflect on our desires and call
up at will thoughts that are effective against them, we would not have
the means of self-control. Metaphysics and ethics are both practices of self-
control, and of detaching ourselves from the body. When metaphysics and
ethics are taken up in the right order, the practices of self-control that
are developed by the former can prepare the mind for the control of desire.
Again, the metaphysics gives people a way of grasping the continuity be-
tween the role of the soul in this life and the goods that are proper to
it in detachment from the body. More indirectly, the content of metaphysics
supports the mechanistic theory of the human body and its organs that
is so important to identifying the mechanism of self-control — namely,
the motions of the pineal gland, and the way these motions affect the circu-
lation of the blood and nervous system.

One way in which metaphysics does not help, however, is by throwing
much light on the fact that each of us is connected to a particular body
for all of our lives. This is one of the facts that Descartes tells Elizabeth
is fundamental to knowing about the nature of the soul, but, notoriously,
Descartes has difficulty producing a conception of that connection, and
indeed produces a metaphysics in which the reality of particular bodies
as substances — as opposed to particular arrangements of matter — is
actually put in doubt. In the case of the human body there is a double
problem. Not only does it seem to be underspecified as a certain quantity
of matter, but the theory of it depends on concepts for organs that are
irreducible to mere parts of bodies with certain sizes and shapes. This means
that more than matter as extension is required as material for a scientific
theory of the human body. But it is only this abstract conception of matter
and only bodies in so far as they have properties registered purely quantita-
tively that we are assured of the existence of by the Meditations. If ethics
really does have a place in a unitary structure of knowledge rooted in

metaphysics, then it must derive its concept of the body from more than
geometry.
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