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John Sutton

L Self-knowledge and the body

Does self-knowledge help? A rationalist, presumably, thinks that it does:
both that self-knowledge is possible and that, if gained through appropri-
ate channels, it is desirable. Descartes notoriously claimed that, with
appropriate methods of enquiry, each of his readers could become an
expert on herself or himself. As well as the direct, first-person knowledge
of self to which we are led in the Meditationes, we can also seek knowledge
of our own bodies, and of the union of our minds and our bodies: the
Tatter forms of self-knowledge are inevitably imperfect, but are no less
important in guiding our conduct in the search after truth.

If our textbooks acknowledge the connections Descartes sought to
make between ‘metaphysics, medicine, and morals’, the three principal
branches of the tree of knowledge,' they focus on his elimination of con-
tingency. Just as, we are told, Descartes excludes from the mental realm
anything which smacks of accident, fallibility, or uncertainty (let alone
passion or mortality), so he thinks we can, partly through objective know-
ledge of the body with which the soul is temporarily united, learn to
restrict the scope of our desires, accept what we cannot change, and thus
live better.

According to this interpretation, the metaphysics of the free rational
mind required the contrasting reduction of all bodies to satneness, to fit a
single micromechanical model. In a curious consensus across analytic
history of philosophy, medical anthropology, feminist theory, dynamicist
cognitive science, and phenomenology, the assumption that Descartes
stamped out context and particularity stretches into an image of Descartes
as anti-magus, stripping nature and the body of all powers and activity, His
objectification of the human body is, on this view, but one symptom of the
mechanistic violation of an earlier enchanted world. Where once holistic
herbalists and natural magicians embraced analogy and sympathy over
representation and intervention, coupling earthy bodily realism with
Organicist ecologism, the Cartesian birth of modernity enforced divisions
of philosophy from biology, science from history, power-mongering
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insidious explanatory divides: ‘perception, thought, and action must be
temporally distinct, and theoretically separable’, while body and worlg are
relegated to (respectively) a mere ‘courier system’ for sensory and motor
messages to and from the thinking thing, and an alien source of input
with which minds must sadly and indirectly interact.®
In this paper I reject the interpretation of Descartes, shared by many of
these critics, which makes Descartes’ dualist view of the body as negative
or as pathological as that expressed by Socrates in Plato’s Phaed, I argue
not just that the old moral cosmobiological disgust at the body is absent in
Descartes, but that, positively, Descartes requires us to contract full intima
with our own body and our own peculiar past. He does wish for objective
knowledge in these difficult domains, but this does not render his neuro-
logical ethics a universal prescription, for such objective knowledge is nev-
ertheless knowledge of local phenomena, of the peculiarities of
idiosyncratic associations. Civilising the body, in seeking dominion over it,
is a process; and, 1 will argue, Descartes was too firmly convinced that the
body constantly changes its nature to have thought consistently that the
process could come to an end.
I start with attention to the points in Descartes’ work at which dif-
terence, dynamics, and the crratic take centre stage, to sketch a more
ambitious and more speculative interpretation of possible relations
between human nature, medicine, and morals, Descartes told Burman
that he did not like writing on ethics.® He rejected the notion that philo-
sophy should seek to regulate the behaviour of others: that, he wrote, is
the business of kings and other authorities.”” The goal of his reductionism
is a form of care of the self based on knowledge of one’s own body and
one’s own history. When Adam Phillips worries over the ease with which
Cven an apparently disruptive framework like Freudian psychoanalysis can
become “a covert continuation of the Cartesian project’, as scientistic opti-
mism seeks to know and subsume the dynamic unconscious, he sketches a
shadow, ‘anti—Enlightenment’ Freud whose aim is not self-knowledge, but
tolerance of the impossibility of self-knowledge. T borrow Phillips’ strategy,
identifying glimpses of a shadow Descartes who also remembers that not
everything can be remembered or accounted for, not every circumstance
circumscribed. For Descartes as for Freud, the sources of this preference
for care over expertise lie in a set of views on the dynamics of the
mind-body union.

My case rests first on an analysis, in the next three sections, of capacities
which, according to Descartes, we share with other animals. Sections 2 and
3 argue for strongly dynamic interpretations of Descartes’ views on body
and on corporeal memory respectively. Then Section 4 backtracks to
Support more firmly the surprisingly complex form of ‘automatic’
Tesponses which I attribute o Descartes’ beast- and body-machines.
Finally, in section 5, I reintroduce the soul and the capacities for reflec-
tion which it allows in the human compound, showing how closely
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his picture of the body, won’t this just leave him with an oddly Rococo
Physiology within a general Physics of barren matter?

Nature

Certainly Descartes, like Mersenne, sought sharp contrasts between nature
and the active supernatural realm. But this is achieved through a minimal
requirement that matter be inert, which comes to litle more than the
point that changes in motion must be due to the contact action of matter
on matter, rather than to any ultimately intrinsic tendencies. Reminders
that forces must ultimately derive from God in no way push those forces
outside matter as we find it in natural philosophy: Descartes thinks it
‘certain’ that, once a body has begun to move, it ‘has in itself for that
reason alone the power to continue to move’ 1¢ Since ‘there is nothing
anywhere that is not changing’,” and since ‘there are infinitely many
diverse motions that endure perpetually in the world’,? all bodies in
nature always have power within themselves, 2

Descartes bases his accounts of these motions on his understanding
of the dynamics of fluids. In cosmology, solid bodies like planets, which
are packed conglomerations of corpuscles, are ‘embedded in a fluid
which carries them along in a vortical motion’ This physics of circula-
tion, displacement, and endless motion is secured by rejecting the void
in favour of a plenum,? Moving bodies are always surrounded by
other bodies, which move as they move. There is no fluid-free part of
the plenum, so hodies are always in mutual causal contact, with every
natural interaction being part of a continuous field of interconnected
interactions.

This means that the ideal fiction of atomist kinematics, the attempt to
break down complex interactions into sets of isolated collisions in the
void, is never a realistic goal in Descartes’ corpuscularian hydrostatics.
Descartes does not start by thinking of hodies moving entirely without
constraint, free of surrounding context; instead, he proceeds by assuming
that ‘systems of constraint are constitutive’ of the phenomena under inves-
tigation.?® The full fluid cosmos, then, is causally holistic, with every
context-dependent motion inevitably coupled with other motions,

This holistic mechanism cannot entail deadening inattention to emer-
gent phenomena, to the ways in which wholes act differently from their
parts. The physics is indeed reductionist, in the sense that all events are
constituted by microscopic impacts and collisions, but this in no way
entails that understanding of vortical or other complex motions can be
achieved without attention to local and temporal patterns of change in
their particular physical contexts. Correspondingly, mechanism did not
require the elimination of puzzling and complex natural phenomena.
Indeed, Descartes accepts some of the stranger facts of the organicist
world: he rejects not the baffling phenomena (the bleeding of wounds on
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the approach of the murderer, the weapon salve, sympgthies, the maternlal
imagination imprinting on the foetus), but only certain candidate expla-
nations of these phenomena which attribute thought or free will to

corpuscles.®

Human bodies

But this is not yet a dynamic physiology. EVCI-I if Descartes’ phys-ilcs ;s mocét-
elled more closely on the mechanics of .ﬂulds, doeg h(.: not sti cl_?sI(; o

the human body, rendering it a possession o.f the 11'1d1\‘11‘dual soud. retxi»v
Leder clearly articulates the view that a Cartesian devitalising and li;lnys t—
fication of the body worked to neutralise and subdulle any corpor.e?th 1;:a )
so that bodily events, including death, happen as if tolanother. N e t;ui
self cannot be threatened by the demise of that which from the s, r
was mere mechanism.”® The triumph of ‘the colder eye of science’, it

seems, silenced the human body, which was ‘divested of its latent

s 3 28
Capriciousness "

But it is not true that in Descartes’ work ‘all spi{its were effecuzflely
removed from nature’,”® as Catherine Wilson argues, t};Dere is no Sl:ldl er;
impoverishment’ in corpuscularian natural philosophy. "I"he su-rvllva. 01
troublesome ‘animal spirits’ at the very core of l?escartes .physm ogica
theories is not an accidental residue, a pun un.easﬂy transm1ttf:d b“altweelta
organicist and mechanical worlds. Descartes thln.ks of them primarily n(()l.,
in the howler to which students are commonly dlr'ected, a's the 1ntermih i-
ates which ‘solve’ the mysteries of mind—body interaction, but a;ls €
impetuous nervous fluids which drive tl.le brains of 5%11.1mat? mac 1nels.
Animal spirits (which are neither amma].s nor spirits) ‘are dmtelelre v
bodies’.* The finest, most subtle, fastest—mowng parts of t'he blood, . tii(;
spirits ‘vary in strength depending on the differences in the partic

which make them up’.*

It is customary to see the partial survival of agcient and Remussarlllcges
physiologies of humours and spirits in Descart(?s, if acknowledged at 3. ,al
as a mark of his failure, of the extent to Whl(lh- phe. lexuberant, radic
ambition of his mechanism was bound to necd' llleglnma!;e supll)lezlnenllz:
ing, in explanatory practice, from tradition fmd lived e}:q_)erlence.1 n ew&:e34
oping what Emily Grosholz labels a ‘corpuscularized _ Gai enism ,d
Descartes, on this view, tacitly introduces (.)ld dynamlcaly tlfr;igffa]
annexations which enrich and thus violate a basically pure, static offici
me}‘;ﬁirgf’;ﬂ s'uwival of non-linear feedback systems in phys%ology at wf:;]d:
Grosholz bridles looks quite different if we do 'not assume in advanc'e zf
mechanism and dypamics must be incompatible. The %ncorporat:lolildep
spirits into pulsing body-machines was part of an adaptfimon, not a WOIl
sale rejection, of older medical holisms. Bodies are still porous, spongy,

thrown, fragile.
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In the mixed Hippocratic/Galenic traditions (tied only loosely to spe-
cific ancient texts) which fuelied learned Renaissance medicine, the state
of animal spirits, blood, and other ‘naturals’ varied with the changing
influences of the ‘non-naturals’: climate, food and drink, sleep, motion,
evacuation and repletion, and the passions worked on the spirits either
through the blood or directly through the skin.® Highly individualised
schemes of therapy required attention to regimen, diet, sexual behaviour,
travel, and responses to stress and distress.® Iy continual interaction with
the Erasis (blend) of internal fluids, the non-naturals combined to
produce an individual’s current, fragile balance against imminent stagna-
tion or excess. Only those who denied animal spirits and their influence
by airs and places, like William Harvey, would ‘cut man off from his
environment’ ¥

The individual’s specific fluid balance depended on more than initial
biological temperament (by which some were predisposed, for example,
to melancholy and domination by Saturn), for this temperament was just
the dynamic mixture of fluids in different proportions and conditons. So
theories of individual complexio were at once medical and cultural.® The
departure of internal mixture from its (relative, changing) ‘proper blend’
due to excessive, deviant, or insufficient environmental or psychological
input was a framework for explaining not only disease but also the vari-
eties of health,*

These psychophysiological frameworks were dynamic in that they
assumed what modern dynamicists call ‘continuous reciprocal causation’,
a mesh of ‘mutually modulatory influences linking brain, body, and
world’.* The dynamicism implied in physiological theory was also, as Gail
Paster argues, part of lived experience: bodies were (not only theorised as
but lived as) semipermeable irrigated containers, moist sponges filled with
interchangeable fluids.*!

Descartes does not deny or neutralise this framework. He accepts the
turbulence of the innards and the continual exchange between world and
body as key physiological explananda. The animal Spirits connect the
deepest interior, the pineal gland, with the world, for their condition
shifts with changes in environment, climate, diet, and habits, and with
changes in other parts of the body,

In L’Homme, after extended treatment of the senses,*? Descartes turns o
the ‘internal senses’. His careful approach to the internal senses has
recently been given some weight,43 and it is clear that he breaks with tradi-
tion by including hunger and thirst in his list of internal senses.* But what
is striking about the structure of L ’Homme is that, while Descartes does
then go on to discuss imagination, memory, and dreams (topics which his
readers would have expected to find under the label of intefnal senses),
he feels it necessary first to expand greatly on his earlier account of
animal spirits.® As well as suggesting some specific causes of emotional
States in the variations of animal spirits (see section 3 below), Descartes
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undertakes in turn to explain the causes of thes‘e variation.s: spirits }:a‘n
differ in quantity, in the coarseness of their constituent part'lch?s, in ht eir
degree of agitation, and in the uniformity or diversity of their size, shape,
46
an?tfi(:rl’r:l:rd, I suggest, to overestimate the Pivol;al Fole which tl,rlesfe dlffer£
ences in the nature and flow of animal spirits play in Descartfas picture o
brain and body. The differences derive in part from char'lges in ‘tllle natuéi&
of the blood from which the particles which compose animal spirits are fil-
tered or separated.” Descartes devotes a lengthy passage to explzumr-lg
that ‘whatever can cause any change in the blocd can also cause change 1r;
the spirits’.*® These factors include a wide array of internal an-d externa
influences. The qualities of food and the nature C-tf the rhythmlc d?ges'uve
processes, the nature of air inhaled and mixed with b100(.i in resplra}?on,
and the disposition of the liver which elabor:eltes blood going to the ezgt
all affect the abundance and degree of agitation of the spirits produced )E
that blood;* gall bladder and spleen must remove, respectively, parts o
the flammable and of the inflammable components of the b]o?d before it
reaches the heart; and ‘the little nerve that ends in the‘ heart” modulates
the flow of blood into and out of the heart, so that it ‘can cause a thou-

jrtta? 5O
sand differences in the nature of the spirits’.

The continuous influence of all these factors on l‘)l(?od'anfi thus on
animal spirits connects or couples the human body, ‘with its niterafctwe
openness’,* with the physical and socllal wc‘arld. Descfartes.h‘as b'r(;-l en r?m:
the cosmobiological tradition which identified bodily spirits with quintes
sential cosmic spirit; but this identity had never been ublqultqus amo[inlg
spirits theorists, and certainly was not required to force' attention tc;) de
dangers and difficulties of the ceaseless exchange of fluids bet.ween ody
and world.®® Malebranche, introducing his- account otj th('a passions, d;aws
on this physiclogical holism in argning against the Stoic view tl’flaF ou];“ ap-
piness depends only on ourselves. We are Jomeq, as a result o snzl, by_our
body ‘to all sensible things’, and it is God’s will that all created beings
‘should depend on one another’. After the Fall,

we are to some extent joined to the entire universe. ... "ll“here is now
no one who is not both joined and su-bjuga-ted to his body 1;;Ind
through his body to his relatives, friends, city, prince, country, clot eaii
house, land, horse, dog, to this entire earth, the sun, the stars, to

the heavens.®

It is hard to get more holistic than that. This is a field of multiple sx;r%ul—
taneous interactions in which everything simu]tar.leously afftccts_ everytti:)rilg
else. Changing external parameters like diet, cllmat.e, social mtex;ial(; fas;
and stress, which change at a relatively slow rate, d.lr.ectly affect i
dynamics of internal state variables of b.lood and spirits: but bec:tlis i
spirits partly cause behaviour, changes in those external param
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themselves partly caused by the internal processes with which they are
coupled.™

The body and the brain

Now we can apply this biophysics to the brain. Animal spirits, once sepa-
rated from the blood, pass from the pineal gland through the cerebral ven-
tricles and into the brain. There they flow through brain pores, to which
Descartes assigns a central explanatory role. Pores are like ‘the spaces that
occur between the threads of some tissue; because, in effect, the whole
brain is nothing but a tissue constituted in a particular way’.*” The brain is a
net or mesh of filaments with pores between them. The pores are affected
by the motions of animal spirits in three ways. Pores can be ‘diversely
enlarged or constricted by the force of the spirits that enter them’, and,
second, the filaments ‘can be fAexed rather easily’. Most mportant here, the
filaments ‘can retain, as if made of lead or wax, the flexure last received
until something exerts a conltrary pressure upon them’.%

The harmonious functioning of the body depends on the spirits, the
pores, and the distribution of spirits through the pores.”” This distribution
of spirits is unceasing, since the spirits are in continual motion.” Flowing
into the brain from the cavities, they trace figures by their motions
through the pores. Descartes uses both ‘trace’ and ‘figure’ for these
explicit, transient patterns of motions at a time. The spirits in the neural
system keep the filaments ‘so tense’ that figures are easily transmitted.®

There are two distinct kinds of ‘trace’ or ‘figure’ in play in Descartes’
account of brain processes. There are transient patterns of spirit motions.
But there is also the pattern of filaments and pores, an architecture of
connections which is itself modifiable but which does endure longer than
the motions.® These are the flexures which, Descartes suggested, can be
retained over time.

As well as this distribution of spirits through the cavities and pores of
the brain, the spirits figure in a less direct relation or baiance between the
brain and the body. Not all particles of blood are fine and lively enough to
pass up through the carotd artery to the brain and become animal spirits;
others are drawn instead to ‘the organs designed for generation’.® As
Desmond Clarke shows, a specific hypothesis of a link between intellectual
activity and male fertility, based on the ‘dependence and communication
which obtains between the spirits of the brain and those of the testicles’,
quickly became entrenched in Cartesian physiology, so that ‘those who
weary their imaginations by study are less suitable for procreation, while
those who, on the contrary, dissipate their minds in debauching women
Are mot as suitable for study’. While in L ’Homme Descartes himself did
‘not wish to enter further into this matter’, I will suggest below that he did
take related problems about control of the distribution of spirits to have a
significant moral force.
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3 Memory

One key problem in physiology which animal spirits had long been_ 1_15ed to
answer was muscular motion. Many, like Descartes, thought that spirits ﬂow
from the nerve into the muscle in Contraction.ﬁsl This'ba]loon or inflation
theory of muscular motion would become increasingly 1mp01;4tant in delbates
about the existence of animal spirits from the 166.05 onwards.” But t!qe mlflu—
ence of animal spirits was not restricted to _sl:ra_lghtforwardly physmloglcai
topics: spirits were requisite theoretical entities in Renaissance accoirlllts 0
memory, dreaming, and imagination, and of emotion, moods, a.nd m.a ess.

Descartes knew how thoroughly Renaissance psycholog_lsts, in 'Whal;
Burton called ‘those tedious tracts De Anima’,*® employefi_ann_nal splnts. to
embed cognitive function in the body. He foll-owed tradition in exten'dlng
the scope of spirits theory from the physiological to tht.f emo.tlonal. Differ-
ences in the abundance, coarseness, agitation and .um-fom.nty ’of the par-
ticles of spirits alter our humours or ‘natural 1nc11nat10n.s . UI’IUSL}al
abundance excites movements that give evidence of generosity, liberality
or love; coarseness or strength of the spirits gives'rlse to conﬁdﬁeénce or
courage, agitation to promptness, diligence and desire, and so on.” ¥n the
FPassions, these physiological-fantastical accounts of the pecullarmes_ of
spirit motions are further developed: in hatred, -fo.r examp]e, gall entering
the blood from the liver boils up and causes spirits ’g‘gmg to the brain to
‘have very unequal parts’ and to ‘move very strangely’, o

So the thoughtless zombies of L’Homme, who can 1m.1l;ate .all hum:.m
actions, are not restricted to capacities we take to be physu?loglcally basic.
They can not only move, breathe, sleep and wake, nourish the'n.lsel\fis,
digest, and reproduce; they also have what alre to us mental capacities like
sensation, memory, imagination, and emotion. Everll commen@tor? who
prefer a much more austere interpretation of ‘Cartesw}n .rnec‘hamsm l;hz‘m
that which I am advocating agree that Descartes’ description ‘models activ-
ity which looks very much like cognition’.® . ' B

Figures transmitted by or in the incessant m9Uons (?f an'lmal spirits art}
‘imprinted in the internal part of the _bram, which is the s.eatﬁ 10
Memory’.® This is achieved through bending or rearranging bram.. la-
ments so as to alter the intervals between pores through whlch‘the spirits
will flow in future. The spirits ‘trace figures in these gaps, wl-'uch corTes-
pond to those of the objects’; on the repetition of a pattern of input, more
enduring changes are made in the pores, so‘that ‘ﬁguresmcan be more
easily formed again, in the absence of the specific stlm.ullus.l lThe p;latten;
of the pores, which constrains the patterned. f.low of spirits, is itself a tt?re :
over time by the differing motions of the spirits. These patterned 11’10t1011'
are not themselves stored, but merely ‘retained in such. a way that' [;reVl:
ous figures can be recreated. Even if a particular input is only partial 13/ 1;;
presented, recognition may still occur if‘ thﬁ connected pores have be
disposed so as to open together more easily.

The body and the brain 707

So as Hall notes, for Descartes, ‘memory traces ... consist in residual
patterns of openness among the interstices of the filamentous brain sub-
stance’.” Only physical factors need be involved in reconstruction: the
soul may play a part, when united to the machine, but it is not necessary
for memory operation. It ‘usually happens’, according to Descartes, that
‘several different figures are traced in [the] same region of the brain’;
thus, ‘the spirits will acquire a [combined] impression of them all’,’® So
memories are motions, rather than Separate atomic items, and representa-
tion in memory does not operate by resemblance. Every trace in a brain
region affects any episode of processing; so every memory is composite,
Just as every sensation dangerously carries the perceptual history of the
perceiver. This is how ‘chimeras and hypogryphs are formed in the imagi-
nations of those who daydream’, who neglect the twin direction offered by
external objects and by reason.™ Descartes was aware that his account
allows this kind of misassociation, or the intrusion of imagination into
memory. This was the subject of the most intense criticism of his views:

Joseph Glanvill, in one of 2 number of powerful English attacks on theo-
ries of corporeal memory as motion, complained that on such a view,

one motion would cross and destroy another; all would be clashing
and discord ... our memories will be stored with infinite variety of
divers, yea contrary motions, which must needs interfere, thwart, and

obstruct one another: and there would be nothing within us, but ataxy
and disorder.”™

Despite such worries about the confusing effects of interference, this form
of storage does avoid the problem of finding room in the brain for every
memory, which had worried Descartes in the Regulae.™ In 1640, Descartes
tells Mersenne that there need not be a very large number of ‘folds’ in the
brain ‘to supply all the things we remember’, because a single fold can
‘store’ many related traces;” in other words, experience (in the form of
motions of the animal spirits) moulds the patterns of filaments and pores
in such a way that old motions can be reconstructed more easily.”® Male-
branche, developing Descartes’ account, would simply dismiss ‘the preju-
dice that our brain is much too small to be able to preserve such large
numbers of traces and impressions’ on the grounds that memories are
only ‘the changes occurring in the fibres’ of the brain,™

Note that nothing in this account violates Descartes’ dualism, requiring
us to interpret him as a closet materialist. It may be surprising that belief
in a non-physical mind could coexist with a neurological approach to
memory, or that Descartes elaborates such microbiomechanical detail
when he sees human flexibility in linguistic response and rational action
as forever beyond the powers of matter. But, for him, corporeal memory is
ot a mental capacity at all, where this means that it does not require
consciousness or soul. Its explanation is embedded among other life
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functions; although there can be no Cartesian science of ‘Lhe s.elf-c?on—
scious mind, there can and must be sciences of memory, imagination,
i nd so on. .

dr%allll‘zli?%iﬂ.?s Shole spirits-and-traces fantasy refers only to implfczt memorZi
memory where there is no conscious reference to the past, is corpored
memory really a true kind of memory at all? Imph.clt memory, ur}ders{)tot?

merely as the non-conscious effects of past experience on .ongomgf rain
processing, may be important for biologm.al success, but is it not a far ctry
from the explicit, subjective autobiographical remembering characteristic

. . 5

Obe‘illggﬁsrlsltk ielsgonse to this objection is to note that Descartes.deﬁnitely
does see corporeal memory as a genuine kind of memory, albeit one not
unique to humans: he stresses that it is the most notabl.e eff.ect of rnemml'y
that ‘without there being any soul present in this machine, ;‘([) can naturally
be disposed to imitate all the movements’ of.true Isllumans. So D.escartes
is not confused in attributing memory to animals:® as he tells El]zabfzth,
impressions can be formed in animal brains by, among other I;h-mg.s, tht;
traces of previous impressions left in the memory, or by the agitation o

the spirits which come from the heart # . . e

My point here is not merely to support the increasing consensus tha

‘beast-machine’ doctrine still allows sentience, memory, and imagination to
animals:® rather it is to stress just how Descartes thinks that the soul, when
it does play a causal role, must build on and use prec‘1se1y th_ese a‘ssm‘:latllvl'e
mechanisms among spirits and brain pores. He continues his point in the
letter to Elizabeth by arguing that ‘in man the b1-"aln is a-lso al’cted on by the
soul, which has some power to change cerebral impressions’. I will suggest
in the final section of this paper just how literally Descartes- takes the moral
importance of this power of the soul. But I must first prox‘rlde a more lthttl)lr-
ough response to the objection I just canvassed. SUI.'CIY, without a sou , f’;
only kind of ‘memory’ possible would be reflex action, mere automatism;
Is not the fact that Descartes’ physiology of memory excludes conscious-
ness not enough for us to dismiss it, as it seems ‘clear that the one thing

L "
Descartes was not explaining was the psychologicality’ of memory?

4 Automata

Put this way, the objection to my reading of ‘Descartes on corpor;lal
memory trades on a dichotomy between two kmds-of response to h‘le
world. One form of response is inflexible, who%ly stimulus-driven, while
the other is incorporeally mediated conscious action. The first form covers
all animal behaviour and much human behaviour, and' t}{e second charac-
terises true human action. I argue in response that this is not an exhaus;
tive classification, and that Descartes accepts an intermediate form of
interaction with the environment, including a wide class of responses o
great interest to him and to us.
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Owen Flanagan describes the impoverished world of the ‘Cartesian

automaton’, restricted, because it is only body, to automatic reflex hehavi-
our:

the complete system of wired-in reflex arcs exhausts its behavioural
P a
potential. What a particular automaton does, how it in fact behaves, is

the inevitable result of the interaction between the environment and
the wired-in arcs.#

The point of Descartes’ fables of automata, on this view, is to exclude the
contingencies of individual experience from consideration in natural
philosophy, for these automata are ‘endiessly repeatable, and by defini-
tion not particular, not the subjects of a specific history’.* It is the conse-
quent intelligibility of automata that is ‘the fundamental point of
Descartes’ mechanical philosophy’.5?

But there is no reason to accept that hard-wiring or biology, on the one
hand, and current stimuli, on the other, must be the sole determinants of
machine behaviour. The example of memory makes this €asy to sce, In
the memory processes of the automaton, the effects of experience are
transmitted over long temporal 8aps, and are causally involved in behavi-
our mediated by complex internal processes. The determinism involved s
not a simple stimulus/response link, for the corporeal causes act holisti-
cally. To put it another way, memory shows that an automaton’s physiol-
ogy changes over time. Automata with different histories, different
‘experiences’ marking their brains and bodies, will (contra Flanagan)
respond differently, and one automaton will respond differently to the
same stimulus at different times, after new experience has modified the
pores and folds of its brain,

There are, of course, cases in which biology and environment are
Jointly sufficient causes of behaviour. Descartes’ account of reflex phe-
nomena is ‘short on detail about the specifics of neuroplumbing’,® but it
seems clear that swallowing, blinking, coughing, sneezing, and yawning
depend only on fixed, hard-wired arcs.® This kind of automatic behaviour
is like the immediate, fixed chain between the passage of air through
organ pipes and the particular sounds the organ produces.® Let us call
this simple automatism. Here the pineal gland is not involved; the switch
from sensory to motor response occurs when the entrance to a brain pore
or tube is opened by the motion of a nerve fibre, and animal spirits from
the ventricles enter and are carried through the nerve tubes to various
muscles.”

Simple automatism is thus significantly different from processes like
corporeal memory, which we might call a case of complex automatism.
Memory requires ideas to have been traced in spirits on the surface of the
gland, and to have been transmitted as figures to the modifiable pores of
the brain, which incur enduring changes as a result. Reflex pathways are
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unalterable, whereas the folds of the brain which carry memory exhibit
considerable plasticity. Simple automatism invo]v.es, we might say, no
representation, as there is no need for the capacity f(?r response to be
extended over time. Remembering, on the other hand, is not simply auto-
matic, even though it need not involve the soul.

There is extra evidence for this distinction between different classes of
response available to Descartes’ automata in his attitude to explanation T_:)y
reflex. There are hard-wired immediate unconditioned reflexes in
humans and animals: sheep run from wolves, and humans throw out their
arms when falling ‘without the assistance of any sou.l’.gf But Fhere are also
much longer-term, yet still wholly physical, responses in Whlch corporea’l
memory is at work. Some are cases we would call ‘Qondmoned response ;
the acquisition of learned associations where there is no natural ‘relation
between a representation and its ‘meaning’. ‘If you whipped a dog five or
six times to the sound of a violin, it would begin to howl and run away as
soon as it heard that music again.”® Setters can be trained, against their
natural inclinations, to stop at the sight of a partridge and run towards it
on hearing a gun.* N

However, rather than conceptually isolating these condmor'led
responses in dog-machines, or linking them with simple reflex automatism
(as Flanagan's picture would lead us to expect), Descarteg coupl§s Lhe.m
with more complex human cases which he considers equlvalent in prin-
ciple. The case of the dog howling at the music of whipping comes in the
context of a discussion of individual differences in Judgements of beauty:
Jjudgements often differ, Descartes argues, because of traces left by indi-
vidual history. Music which makes one man want to flance may make
another want to cry, because different ideas are evoked in memory: if !;he
latter man has ‘never heard a galliard without some affliction befalling
him, he would certainly grow sad when he heard it again’.‘?5 _

So not everything, in dogs any more than in humans, is innately .w1red
in, for the movements of the brain change in the course of experience.
Cartesian automata arc not the uncanny ‘Neurospasts’, nimble sprightly
puppets which only seem to be moved from within, fe:are;iﬁ by Vehemept
English defenders of free will like Cudworth and More.® Once set in
motion, they really are moved by changing internal states; thex iack only
the acausal autonomy attributed by Descartes to souls which will and act
freely, and judge rationally. The long-term workings of corporelal associa-
tive memory are extremely flexible, and the notions of experience ar?d
individual learning history do apply. The diverse causal factors m‘volvefi in
registering, integrating, and acting on information include previous
brain episodes’ and non-neural bodily events, as well as current environ-
mental input: ‘this is the model of an automaton, to be sure, but not one
which operates by reflex’.%’ _

The natural philosopher’s desire to master and possess nature, .then: is
inevitably limited by the complexity and the flexibility of the bodies with
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which the soul is united. It is Just because body-machines are weak and
exist in history, because hair turns white,” that medicine is central to
Descartes’ project. The myth of the pre-programmed machine dully
reproducing its hard-wired fate, eternally churning out fixed action pat-
terns, does not apply to the animated statues of organic nature. The inter-
mediate level of response, neither simple reflex nor incorporeally derived
action, opens up Cartesian bodies to memory and history, with all the
sadness, resistance, and complexity which the matter of the past brings.

5 Passions

This plasticity of response in the machines with which souls are united is
the basis for the neurological strand of morality. We need knowledge of
our own internal processes as much because of the hopes and opportun-
ities they afford us as because of the dangers with which they threaten us.
But where Toulmin, for example, suggests that this is a recipe for ‘moral
escapism’ by dividing us from our body, that Descartes’ ethics ‘relieves us
of all responsibility’ for the passions by treating them ‘as mere effects of
causal processes [and taking] them out of our hands’,*® 1 argue that
Descartes urges the awesomely difficult moral task of excavating, manag-
ing, and correcting a vast and changing array of psychophysiological
associations. Moral life is not the imposition of norms onto bodies from
outside the causal field, but the slow, reciprocal adjustment of internal
causes.

The organic automata of I.’Homme function without a soul. But, unlike
them, we do have souls; in the fabular context, Descartes tells us that ‘God
will later join a rational soul to this machine’. "™ What difference, then,
will the soul make to this marvellously intricate engine? It may, first, make
significant qualitative differences: animals, Descartes retorts to Fromon-
dus, ‘do not see as we do when we are aware that we see, byt only as we do
when our minds are elsewhere’.!" Byt however this notoriously difficult
view is to be understood, I suggest that Descartes also allows the soul to
make something more like a quantitative or additive difference, providing
us in the mind-body union with extra capacities which build on and
employ those we have considered as bodies alone.

Using familiar material from the Passions, I hope to show Jjust how far
removed these processes of the union are from the bewildering kind of
‘bifurcation’ of inner and outer lives of which Ryle accused Descartes.!02
Some of the ways by which souls act on bodies are nothing at all like the
direct and unicausal para-mechanical interventions of a ghostly governor;
instead, they extend or apply the multicausal treatments of disease charac-
teristic of ‘pre-modern’ medicine to the psychophysiological realm. The
soul’s occasional influence on the bodily states of associative memory is its
only, imperfect way of instituting better habits in the wayward dynamics of
spirits and brain.’® Descartes does indeed acknowledge the kind of gaps
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between self and body which cosier Wittgensteinian and phenf)mer}ol_ogi-
cal philosophies repudiate; theory provides stratagems for identifying,
coming to terms with, and occasionally healing these troublesome traces
and ‘wounds received by the brain’.}% .

At the end of the Passions, Descartes says that he has described two quite
different classes of ‘remedy’ for the passions. One he calls the ‘most
general’ remedy, as it can be employed when the o.ther fails: when tempted
by a passion or action which the intellect repudlate.s, we should f:a.ll up
other, opposing thoughts at will, seek to postpone action if appr(?pr‘late, or
simply distract ourselves with different thoughts. This strategy is reaclltllsly
applicable’, Descartes says, and is the only remedy most people ever use.

But the advice on life embodied in most of the book, and in many of
Descartes’ recommendations to Princess Elizabeth, is based on the other,
much more difficult remedy, through which we can find wisdom and jov:
those who are most moved by the passions, who have sufficiently prepared
themselves by this method, ‘are capable of enjoying the sweetest pleasures
of this life”.'™ This second remedy requires, says Descartes, ‘forethought
and diligence’, and long training. It is based on a single psychophysiclagi
principle, aptly dubbed the Principle of Habituation b)./ Stephen Vo_ss.
Descartes calls it ‘the principle which underlies everything I have written
about [the passions]’. .

According to this associative principle, particular phygcal movements
in the brain and body are joined with thoughts and passions. These link-
ages depend on ‘nature or habit’,'”® and they can occur between thoughts,
on the one hand, and both overt bodily movements and internal motions
of the brain and innards, on the other. They are of various different kinds
and strengths. T want to work briefly through the Vaﬁgﬁe§ of c_onnect_ion,
and in doing so to demonstrate how thoroughly this principle, 1ntr0duc?$
immediately after a reprise of Descartes’ associative account of memory,
is integrated with that account. '

The causes of these connections between bodily motions and thoughts
or passions are all opaque to us as acting and thinking subjects: the corre-
lations were set up either before our awareness, or beyond and beneath it.
Any modifications we seek to make to psychophysiological responses must
be just as indirect as our knowledge of them. As the will floes not h.ave the
power to excite or displace the passions directly," it is consl.:ramed to
employ “industrie’: this is ‘artifice’ or, we might say, (psychological) work
in which knowledge of our nature and, most importantly, of our own
history and experience, is laboriously brought to bear on the landscape of
our pores and passions. .

There are, first, fixed connections. Some movements of the brain cause
passions by ‘institutions of nature’, instituted by God. These are generally
to our benefit, for the preservation of life. They are parallel to the uncon-
ditioned reflex phenomena described above, but also 1nc1'ude, for
example, the emotional extensions of basic attraction and repulsion, such
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as sexual desire and the fear of death. When they become further associ-
ated with specific stimuli, these responses may be alterable; Descartes does
not think that ‘the touch of an earthworm, the sound of 3 rustling leaf, or
our shadow' must forever bring dread because of our aversion to the
threat of death they scem to bring:""" indeed, eradication of the fear of
death is, he tells Mersenne, ‘one of the main points in [his] own ethical
code’"* The precise sense in which they are ‘fixed’, then, is only that
their institution depends simply on God and on the given nature of the
machine, not on any historical or individual experiences,

The power of these ‘biological’ or natural connections is sometimes
seen as the main threat to the good life. On this understanding of Carte-
sian ethics, Descartes ‘offers the hope that by careful training, and the res-
olute exercise of our will, we can become not the slaves but the masters of
our biological inheritance’."® This gives the impression that Descartes
took the enemy, in moral life, to be the fixity of biology, the rigidity of the
machine’s programming, which it is the task of the will to overcome. It
might seem that the conclusion to the Passions confirms this interpreta-
tion, as Descartes says that he has told us how to ‘correct our natural
faults’. "' But the institutions of nature do not reach all that deeply: by
themselves they are neither the main problem, nor the major hope. The
‘natural faults’ in question are not, I submit, this limited class of fixed con-
nections between brain movements and specific passions, but rather the
(fixed) mechanisms which, in contrast, support or ground variable con-
nections, which are in fact Descartes’ main concern. Not fixity, but our
fixed tendency towards uncontrolled Plasticity, is the problem,

So not nature, but what Descartes calls *habit’ (habitude) is the moral
key. The term covers various kinds of variable connections between motions
and thoughts or passions. Habits are grounded in dispositions, which in
turn are grounded in the arrangements of physical parts.’ ‘FHabitude
reaches much further beyond the individual than does the English ‘habit’,
All the teachings of childhood are sedimented. in associations: the route
by which culture intrudes into the soul is by way of the brain. Descartes
thus has a physiological basis for worry about our prereflective views of the
world. He does not hold the intellectualist view that everything implicit in
our forms of life must be explicitly encoded in the brain. This would
require the equally implausible separate rooting out and challenging of
each and every belief."'® Memories do not have to be stored independently
or discretely to be causally active; there are no independent storage boxes
which can be either full or empty, only the sets of folding pores in the net
of the brain. Our bodies thus hold cultural forms of life not as quasi-
theoretical axioms, but as nested sets of causal tendencies, realised differ-
ently in each brain. Descartes’ psychophysiology makes the kind of total
epistemological reevaluation, and wholesale destruction of false beliefs,
which mainstream interpretations attribute to him, quite incoherent. We
should reject these Interpretations, and acknowledge instead that Descartes
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accepts the incvitability of working with our prereflective cogt}itive equi-
librium, while sccking also to hone in on the more damagmg of the
inconsistencies and anomalies, accretions of the (social and individual)
past, which we have internalised. .

So in addition to the ways that culture has, since childhood, soaked
through the pores of the brain, there are also more particular ‘ha‘lbits’.
Striking examples of these psychophysiological acc.:lf:ients of cxperience
are phenomena of single-trial learning. Some dispositions of th.e br?un can
be acquired by a single action and do not require long practice: it takes
only one nasty surprise in a favourite food to produce a permanent abho.r-
rence.""” These are the most extreme cases of the kinds of individual dif-
ferences in which Descartes was keenly interested. They offer a
physiological basis for his remark to Elizabeth that ‘each of us is a person
distinct from others whose interests are accordingly in some way different
from those of the rest of the world’;!'*® difference, or history, arises already
in the body and is not due solely to the possession of a separate 50}11.
There is nothing natural about the experiential coupling of a:fﬂlctlon W']th
the hearing of a galliard. The cases Descartes typically describes are, like
this, instances of aversion, in which a peculiar response to the smell of a
rose or to the presence of a cat is due to some earlier individual trauma:
in line with his general acceptance of associations set up before birth, he
notes that someone, for example, may have ‘sympathetically felt the sensa-
tion of their mother who was shocked by cats while pregnant’.!® This
extends backwards in developmental time the stress on the dual sources,
in nature and habit, of association: just as natural connections may have
been instituted in the womb,'® so there is no principled reason why the
‘*habitudes’ of the mother may not have influenced association.

It is in this context that such aversions may be imprinted on or in a
subject’s brain ‘“dll the end of his life’,'”® without the subject ever beix.lg
aware of it. The clear acknowledgment of this kind of permanent opacity
of the operation of association marks the limit to the possible deprogram-
ming and reprogramming of the body-machine by the soul.'# But,. fortu-
nately, sometimes modification is possible. The point of the difficult
remedy described throughout the Passions is to teach how we can apply
ourselves ‘to separate within ourselves the movements of the bl({()r.l and
spirits from the thoughts to which they are usually joined’:l“’3 This is Lh:&
context of the story to which I referred earlier about altering the associ-
ations in the brain of a setter towards gunshots and partridges; with a little
‘industrie’ the movements of the brain can be changed in humans, just as
trainers can change them in animals, and, in general, movements of the
brain can by habituation (habitude) be separated from_ the. passions ;E;
which they have previously been linked, and joined again with others.
This is a slightly different sense of habitude, referring now not to the (past)
setting up of an association, nor to the associatiop thus set up, but to the
potential process of intentional alteration of the brain by the self.
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Descartes tells Chanut of his own experience of this kind of indirect
changing of the brain in a story often quoted as a model in this context:

--.when I was a child T loved a litde girl of my own age who had a
slight squint, The impression made by sight in my brain when I
looked at her cross-cyes became so closely connected to the simultane-
ous impression which aroused in me the passion of love that for a
long time afterwards when T saw persons with a squint I felt a special
inclination to love them simply because they had that defect. At that
time I did not know that was the reason for my love; and indeed as
soon as I reflected on it and recognized that it was a defect, I was no
longer affected by it.'®

This makes Descartes’ hopes about the efficacy of intentional changes to
the brain, and of the resulting moral improvement, seem wildly ambitious:
working through is not so much harder than remembering or repeating
after all. Schouls sees the Passions as Descartes’ most extreme expression
and defence of 'total mastery and . ... full autonomy’, where complete ful-
filment of the rationalist programme is uniquely envisaged; Cottingham
remarks on Descartes ‘deep optimism’ about the prospects for these inves-
ligations into the physiological genesis of passions.'® Descartes does
indeed announce, at the rhetorically charged finales of sections 1 and 3 of
the Passions, that this method can lead even ‘weak souls’ to ‘acquire a
quite absolute dominion over all their passions if one employed enough
skill (industrie) in training and guiding them’,'* and that the Principle of
Habituation, sufficiently well employed, acts as preparation ‘against all the
contingencies of life’,'%

Must we return, then, to the encompassing ratiocentrism I invoked at
the beginning of the paper, by which total expertise on the self is to be.
put to work in proto-technological control of one’s own body? What will
prevent this headlong rush for mastery degenerating into a hehaviouristic
nightmare, in which those who employ the skill in training and guiding
might be authorities rather than oneselff Even though only thoughts are
directly in our power, does this psychophysiological scheme not render
almost everything else about us ultimately accessible to the marauding
soul?

But Descartes did know that the effects of the past, traumatic or simply
unnoticed, are not so easily retraced and worked through. The point that
some accidental associations from the personal past may remain forever
unknown'™ is enough to challenge his ‘relentless optimism about the
power and autonomy of the will’.’* The Cartesian soul is Jot, as Adam
Phillips sees it, an enraged bureaucrat, furiously cataloguing unmanage-
able emotions, making sure everything is accounted for in a system
without secrets.'™

First, we can note that the story Descartes tells Chanut is not necessarily
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a genuine case of the intentional alteration of associatia‘:)n. Des-ca%*tes does
say that he ‘reflected’ on the true historical cause of his ass_0c1at10ns, but
the very fact that it was undone immediately suggests 'that this was more of
an accidental discovery than the careful investigation of psychologlc.al
history which, Descartes acknowledges, can be a long and uncertain
process which few people achieve.'® ,

We might, further, invoke Malebranche’s m.uch more pronourllced
sense of human limitation, pointing out that it arises from premse-ly
Descartes’ considerations about memory and association. .Traces_ in
memory arc inevitably confused together, with the ‘ur}ruly" animal spirits
often exhausting the will in its attempts to lead them into new and d%fﬁ-
cult channels’.'* Malebranche repeatedly invokes the princ1ple. of habvlt'u—
ation, noting that, in passion, many traces are stirred up by 'arlnmal. spirits
‘swirling irregularly in their brain’, and that the soul, which is contm‘uall'y
constrained to have the thoughts tied to these traces’, can become ‘as it
were, enslaved to them’.'* The most determined attempts to impose some
fixity or solidity on them may fail to render us ‘impregnable’; someu’mes t_he
‘motion of the spirits can be so violent that they occupy the soul’s en.tlr,e
capacity’." It is true that ‘before the Fall, the soul.could ere%se, the brain’s
images’ and ‘instantaneously arrest the disrurba'nce in E}ifg brain’s fibres and
the agitation of its spirits merely by consideri-ng its duty’. B The [.)sychophym-
ological consequence of the Fall, then, is Just'l;he pqssxble failure of the
project of recolonising the body and the brain with the .mtellect.

Descartes’ sense of sin is not so pronounced; yet, since SO much .of the
picture of plasticity in brain and body which 1 haxie- outlined dlcl.:ates
against the notion that our psychophysiological capacities are perf:s:ctll')Ie,
there is at least some interpretive ground for refusing to take his llngh
rationalist rhetoric of totalising self-correction too seriously. To take'lf at
face value and then to convict Descartes of over-intellectua-list moralising
is at least equally troubling. In arguing that Descartes imaglfles an epd to
inquiry about the self, a final termination to'thelsglf—analyms, ?.uch inter-
pretations trade on just the picture of a statlc,.rlg1d body which, I have
suggested, is entirely foreign to Descartes’ physwlog.y. Fm: as long as the
union of soul and body continues, the brain and its Splll.'ll'.S chu?n e.m‘d
change away, shifting the grounds of the associative dispositions which it is
the work of the soul to refigure.
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29 Life and health in Cartesian
natural philosophy

Dennis Des Chene

Introduction

In a letter of 1637, Descartes, then forty-one, writes that he has less leisure
than he once had, since ‘the white hairs that hasten my way are warning
me that I should not study anything but how to slow them down’." The Dis-
cours, published that same year, had already proposed that ‘if it is possible
to find a way to render men in general wiser and more able than they have
been until now, I believe that it is in Medicine that one must look for it’.2
Writing to the Marquis of Newcastle a few years later, Descartes goes so far
as to say that ‘the conservation of health has been at all times the principal
end of my studies’.* That, no doubt, is hyperbole. But even if it would be
too much to call Descartes’ philosophy a medical philosophy through and
through, there is no doubt that the preservation of human health was one
of'its chief aims,

It is curious, therefore, that within his natural philosophy there seems
to be no place for a normative conception of well~being. We have, on the
one hand, the project of a scientific medicine - one of the crowning
glories of the tree of knowledge — and, on the other, a world — that of L
Monde, L'Homme, and the Principia — which, though it certainly allows for
the description of the human body, is not merely indifferent to, but is
designed to exclude, notions that would seem requisite to defining the
aims of any medicine: life, health, disease. Such notions must, it would
appear, refer to ends; but ends are rigorously banished from Cartesian
physics.

There was, it turns out, more than one way to make up the loss. The
first I call biomechanics. Its object is the body alone, regarded as a pure
instrument, whose ends are imposed upon it in just the way that time-
keeping is imposed upon a clock. The second I call psychosomatics. The
object of psychosomatics is not the body-machine alone, but rather the
union of mind and body. The union is a proper subject of* teleological
properties, and thus of normative predicates defined in terms of them.
For the body-machine, health and sickness are external valuations, but for
the union they are genuine properties.





