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Spinoza on mind and body: ‘my body’ (This material is not officially part of the module; but it fills out Spinoza’s view in a way some might find interesting.)
We can approach this first through the place of ‘my body’ in action (though I don’t know of any place where Spinoza presents matters quite like this.) Suppose that we think of the special place of my body like this: ‘my body’ is that object which I can control directly. For example, I can raise my arm directly, but only raise this pen by doing something else eg closing my fingers round it and raising my hand. What truth is there in that? Well, there is a lot in what I think of as own body of which this is not true: for example, my hair and my liver. We can read Spinoza as arguing: to the extent that I don’t have this direct control – don’t have to my liver the special relation that justifies the idea that my hand, say, is ‘part of my body’ / ‘part of me’ - the claim of my liver to be part of me is weaker than is the claim of my hands.      
   Now if that is right, we might add something else. There is a sense in which what I can control ‘directly’ is often at some distance from ‘my body’ in the everyday sense. Consider the sculptor, and his relation to the tools with which he is working and to the block of stone on which he is working. All his attention may be focused on the hammer and chisel, and on the piece of stone: ‘I must hold the head of the chisel just here in order to create a crease in the flesh of her arm’. He may have very little conception of how his hand must move. He certainly does not have thoughts of the form: 'If I am to get the point of the chisel moving in that way, I need to move my hands in this way'. He could not describe how his hands must move: could not give another instructions, in terms of how he should move his hands, to get the chisel moving in the right way. In that sense, his hands don't feature at all in his understanding of what he is up to. And if we asked him to move his body in just the way he does when he creates such a crease in the flesh of the statue, the only way in which he is able to obey might be by chiselling (or imagining himself chiselling) such a crease. As we might express this: in the context of our practical engagements with the world, there is often a sense in which parts of world other than this (‘my’) body are closer to me than it is. Thus, in this particular case, there is a sense in which the grounds for saying that the chisel is part of him are much better than are those for saying that these hands are. From the point of view of one actively engaged in the world, there is a sense in which the line that we normally draw round ‘her body’ is not of deep significance. We can add: if we take such absorbed activity, as opposed to passive contemplation, to be the paradigm of living as one ought to, there is a sense in which ‘my body’ – in the normal sense of that phrase – will have no special place in my thinking: cf Simone Weil, 23.

You might recognize some Merleau-Ponty in that. There are also considerations in Merleau-Ponty that might apply in the case of perception. But Spinoza develops a distinctive argument of his own here: II.13. What is going on here? Consider sense perception: for example, a case in which I am seeing a tree. We might say that I am having an idea of a tree: a visual experience of a tree. But Spinoza suggests that any idea I have is an idea of my own body. What can he mean, given that the tree is, surely, not part of my body? To see what is going on here, we have to take it in two stages:

1. Spinoza suggests that our normal ways of speaking of sense perception are misleading. The reason is this: II.26. This is the point I was making when I said that all perception of other bodies runs through this (‘my’) body. The tree has an effect on this body; when it does so, I have a visual experience. The character of that visual experience will depend both on the tree and on the state of my body. For example, if my eyes have some defect, the effect that the tree has on my brain, and so the resulting visual experience, will be different; and in beings with very different sense organs – for example, in bees, whose eyes have a quite different structure – the resulting visual experience will also be different. With those facts in mind, we can ask: what are we to say the idea – the experience - is 'of’? Well, we mustn't think that in having the experience we are having knowledge of the tree as it is in itself. We can be sure that we are not, for the picture we have of the tree is dependent not only on the character of the tree, but also on the character of this body. Since we normally assume that in perception we do often have knowledge of the things perceived, our normal understanding of perception need revision: II.25. 

     One possible revision would be this. We could hold on to our normal way of speaking: that is, still say our idea – our visual experience - is of the tree, though acknowledge that it is almost certainly a confused picture. But Spinoza goes a different way; he thinks it is less misleading to describe the situation differently. What our ideas really represent is the result of an interaction between one physical object - the tree - and another – ‘my body’. The idea – the visual experience - represents a state of my body that is the result of that interaction: 2.16 + Cor(ii). So, Spinoza reasons, what the visual experience really represents – what it indicates – is a certain physical condition of (perhaps) my brain. Of course, it doesn't resemble this; but, then, Spinoza thinks we can be certain that it doesn't resemble the tree either – since the idea that we have is not only dependent on the character of the tree. And the idea does, after all, ‘reflect’ the state of my brain in the sense that that is what determines its character. So the best thing to say is that the idea is an idea of a modification of my body - even though it doesn't resemble this. That is, it is misleading to say that any of my visual experience is an experience of things external to my body.

     This is certainly an odd view. But Spinoza takes it to be clear that the view embodied in our normal ways of speaking – when we think of the visual experience as being of the tree - is certainly confused: it is confused in its assumption that in sense experience I have knowledge of the tree as it is in itself. We can be sure that that is not so, since the character of my ideas depends as much on the state of my body as it does on the state of the tree. So if we want to think straight about this, something’s got to give; and Spinoza suggests that the best move is to say that the ideas I have in sense experience are ‘of’ states of my own body. That’s the best way to put it since it is this – a certain physical condition of my body – that the idea reflects. (So long as my brain is in this condition I will have this idea – whether or not there is a tree out there causing it.)

2. But there is another side to Spinoza's thinking on this. We can get at this through the question: What would have to be case for me to have an idea of the tree? This is the same as the question: What would have to be case for me to have knowledge of the tree as it is in itself? I could only have this if my perception of the tree were not mediated by an interaction between the tree and my body – for it is because my experience is a reflection of an interaction between two bodies that it is not knowledge. So for me to have knowledge of the tree in my perception of it, no other body must be involved: the idea I have must not arise by way of my body. But it seems that knowledge of things external to my body cannot fail to be mediated in this way. We could only cut out the intermediate stage if the tree itself were part of my body. This is the view that Spinoza develops.
      As things are now, most of our experience of the world is radically confused. We don’t, in perception, have knowledge of the things that we take ourselves to be perceiving: for our understanding of what we are perceiving is conditioned by all kinds of personal – ‘subjective’ – factors. Spinoza, however, holds out as an ideal a situation in which this is not so: a situation in which we overcome what is ‘subjective’ in our experience of objects. He doesn’t at this point tell us how we might do this; and in so far as we are working with a view of perception derived from science – a view which involves the idea of ‘external’ objects acting on our sense organs –  it is extremely difficult to see what this overcoming of the subjective could involve. Setting that to one side for the moment, the view is this: To the extent that I really did have an idea of the tree – a true perception of it as it is in itself – the tree itself would be part of my body. 

   We might say that Spinoza is offering this as a better way to think of ‘my body’. Picking out a particular biological organism and identifying this as 'my body' stands in the way of a clear view of our situation. Thus, we normally speak of the liver as part of ‘my body’. While there is, perhaps, nothing actually wrong in that, it is an unilluminating way of speaking. Since I am totally ignorant of the states of my liver, my relation to it is far less intimate than would be my relation to, say, a cup of which I had a full understanding. If, then, we speak of the cup, but not ‘my’ liver, as part of ‘my body’ this will highlight the important relationships. Of course, as things stand now I don’t have an adequate idea of the cup either. But to the extent that I did come to have such an idea, it would correctly be described as part of my body. 

     We started with:  II.13. I asked: what could Spinoza mean, given that: (i) I don’t have any idea of much that is going on in my body, and (ii) Most of the ideas that I have are of things external to my body? My answer has been this: these worries rest on an appeal to an everyday notion of ‘my body’, which Spinoza rejects. We could put it this way: Spinoza's claim that the human mind is the idea of the human body is preserved by redefining our notion of the 'human body'. 

I don’t pretend that this is easy to grasp. Since Spinoza is calling for a major shift in our normal ways of thinking and speaking it is bound to be difficult. I hope that what this all comes to will become clearer as we see how it fits into the wider framework of his thinking. But perhaps we can capture some of its force if we put it this way. ‘My body’ is , for Spinoza, those features of the material world with which I identify myself. I don't identify myself with my heart or liver: I know nothing about them, and if you replaced them with others equally functional I would neither know nor care. Contrast the lump of stone on which the sculptor is working. His relation to that is as intimate and direct as to any material thing. If we were to damage that it would be a direct assault on him. I said earlier, when speaking of the special place of this (what we normally think of as ‘my’) body: all damage to me runs through this. But in a way that may just be wrong. There is a sense in which smashing the sculpture is, in itself, an assault on the sculptor. The other side of that is this: if you want to tell us about this man, you will have to speak of his sculpture. If you ask me to tell you about a particular acquaintance, I will speak of the things and people that matter to him: that he has a wife and children, that there is a local church the restoration of which is central to his life etc. Now suppose that when I started to talk about the church or his children you interrupted: 'I don't want to hear about those things; I want to know about him'. The contrast appealed to there - that between knowing about him and knowing about these surrounding things - is, in a straightforward sense, a confusion. It is a contrast that runs deep in Descartes’s thinking: the story of my life is the story of my soul - and that is a substance ie something that can be understood quite independently of anything else. For Spinoza, that is a deep distortion: a person is not, in that sense, something distinct from those things around which his life revolves. 
    I don't suggest that all of this is precisely what Spinoza means when he speaks of the human body as that of which there is an idea in the mind. But I am sure that it captures part of the spirit of his thinking. In so far as that is so, I take it there are strands in our normal thought that are closely in sympathy with Spinoza – though, as I say, he takes it all much further. The direction in which he takes it is indicated by Simone Weil’s remark: SW, 19. We will come back to this.
