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Descartes: disengagement and bodily based experience 
 
Read Meditation 6. Additional readings from other places: 
 
My body as machine 
I suppose the body to be nothing but a statue or machine made of earth…. We see clocks, 
artificial fountains, mills, and other such machines which, although only man-made, have 
the power to move of their own accord in many different ways. But I am supposing this 
machine [ie a human body] to be made by the hands of God, and so I think you may 
reasonably think it capable of a greater variety of movements than I could possibly 
imagine in it, and of exhibiting more artistry than I could possibly ascribe to it. [Treatise 
on Man, first page] 
 
Interaction between mind and body 
31. There is a little gland in the brain where the soul exercises its functions more 
particularly than in the other parts of the body. We need to recognize also that although 
the soul is joined to the whole body, nevertheless there is a certain part of the body where 
it exercises its functions more particularly than in all the others. It is commonly held that 
this part is the brain, or perhaps the heart - the brain because the sense organs are related 
to it, and the heart because we feel the passions as if they were in it. But on carefully 
examining the matter I think I have clearly established that the part of the body in which 
the soul directly exercises its functions is not the heart at all, or the whole of the brain. It 
is rather the innermost part of the brain, which is a certain very small gland situated in the 
middle of the brain's substance and suspended above the passage through which the 
spirits in the brain's anterior cavities communicate with those in its posterior cavities. The 
slightest movements on the part of this gland may alter very greatly the course of these 
spirits, and conversely any change, however slight, taking place in the course of the 
spirits may do much to change the movements of the gland. 
32. How we know that this gland is the principal seat of the soul. Apart from this gland, 
there cannot be any other place in the whole body where the soul directly exercises its 
functions. I am convinced of this by the observation that all the other parts of our brain 
are double, as also are all the organs of our external senses - eyes, hands, ears and so on. 
But in so far as we have only one simple thought about a given object at any one time, 
there must necessarily be some place where the two images coming through the two eyes, 
or the two impressions coming from a single object through the double organs of any 
other sense, can come together in a single image or impression before reaching the soul, 
so that they do not present to it two objects instead of one. We can easily understand that 
these images or other impressions are unified in this gland by means of the spirits which 
fill the cavities of the brain. But they cannot exist united in this way in any other place in 
the body except as a result of their being united in this gland. 
[Passions of the soul, Part One.] 
 
Purely mechanical behaviour 
13. This action of external objects may direct the spirits into the muscles in various 
different ways. I explained in the Optics how the objects of sight make themselves known 
to us simply by producing, through the medium of the intervening transparent bodies, 
local motions in the optic nerve-fibres at the back of our eyes, and then in the regions of 
the brain where these nerves originate. I explained too that the objects produce as much 
variety in these motions as they cause us to see in the things, and that it is not the motions 
occurring in the eye, but those occurring in the brain, which directly represent these 
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objects to the soul. By this example, it is easy to conceive how sounds, smells, tastes, 
heat, pain, hunger, thirst and, in general, all the objects both of our external senses and of 
our internal appetites, also produce some movement in our nerves, which passes through 
them into the brain. Besides causing our soul to have various different sensations, these 
various movements in the brain can also act without the soul, causing the spirits to make 
their way to certain muscles rather than others, and so causing them to move our limbs. I 
shall prove this here by one example only. If someone suddenly thrusts his hand in front 
of our eyes as if to strike us, then even if we know that he is our friend, that he is doing 
this only in fun, and that he will take care not to harm us, we still find it difficult to 
prevent ourselves from closing our eyes. This shows that it is not through the mediation 
of our soul that they close, since this action is contrary to our volition, which is the only, 
or at least the principal, activity of the soul. They close rather because the mechanism of 
our body is so composed that the movement of the hand towards our eyes produces 
another movement in our brain, which directs the animal spirits into the muscles that 
make our eyelids drop. 
[Passions of the soul, Part One.] 
 
The mechanism of emotion 
36. Example of the way in which the passions are aroused in the soul. If, in addition, this 
shape is very strange and terrifying - that is, if it has a close relation to things which have 
previously been harmful to the body - this arouses the passion of anxiety in the soul, and 
then that of courage or perhaps fear and terror, depending upon the particular 
temperament of the body or the strength of the soul, and upon whether we have protected 
ourselves previously by defence or by flight against the harmful things to which the 
present impression is related. Thus in certain persons these factors dispose their brain in 
such a way that some of the spirits reflected from the image formed on the gland proceed 
from there to the nerves which serve to turn the back and move the legs in order to flee. 
The rest of the spirits go to nerves which expand or constrict the orifices of the heart, or 
else to nerves which agitate other parts of the body from which blood is sent to the heart, 
so that the blood is rarefied in a different manner from usual and spirits are sent to the 
brain which are adapted for maintaining and strengthening the passion of fear - that is, for 
holding open or re-opening the pores of the brain which direct the spirits into these same 
nerves.  
 [Passions of the soul, Part One.] 
 
Conflict 
47. The conflicts that are usually supposed to occur between the lower part and the 
higher part of the soul. All the conflicts usually supposed to occur between the lower part 
of the soul, which we call 'sensitive', and the higher or 'rational' part of the soul - or 
between the natural appetites and the will - consist simply in the opposition between the 
movements which the body (by means of its spirits) and the soul (by means of its will) 
tend to produce at the same time in the gland. For there is within us but one soul, and this 
soul has within it no diversity of parts: it is at once sensitive and rational too, and all its 
appetites are volitions. It is an error to identify the different functions of the soul with 
persons who play different, usually mutually opposed roles - an error which arises simply 
from our failure to distinguish properly the functions of the soul from those of the body. 
It is to the body alone that we should attribute everything that can be observed in us to 
oppose our reason. So there is no conflict here except in so far as the little gland in the 
middle of the brain can be pushed to one side by the soul and to the other side by the 
animal spirits (which, as I said above, are nothing but bodies), and these two impulses 
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often happen to be opposed, the stronger cancelling the effect of the weaker. …… We 
experience this when an object that excites fear also causes the spirits to enter the 
muscles which serve to move our legs in flight, while the will to be bold stops them from 
moving. All the conflicts usually suppose to occur between the lower part of the soul, 
which we call “sensitive”, and the higher or “rational” part of the soul – or between the 
natural appetites and the will – consist simply in the opposition between the movements 
which the body (by means of it spirits) and the soul (by means of its will) tend to produce 
at the same time in the gland. For there is within us but one soul, and this soul has within 
it no diversity of parts ….. It is to the body alone that we should attribute everything that 
can be observed in us to oppose our reason. 
[Passions of the soul, Part One.] 
 
Relation between mind and body 
Nature likewise teaches me by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst, etc., that I am not 
only lodged in my body as a pilot in a vessel, but that I am besides so intimately 
conjoined, and as it were intermixed with it, that my mind and body compose a certain 
unity. For if this were not the case, I should not feel pain when my body is hurt, seeing I 
am merely a thinking thing, but should perceive the wound by the understanding alone, 
just as a pilot perceives by sight when any part of his vessel is damaged; and when my 
body has need of food or drink, I should have a clear knowledge of this, and not be made 
aware of it by the confused sensations of hunger and thirst: for, in truth, all these 
sensations of hunger, thirst, pain, etc., are nothing more than certain confused modes of 
thinking, arising from the union and apparent fusion of mind and body. (Meditation 6, p 
53) 
 
Overcoming the impact of bodily-based experience 
(i) Location of sensations 
67. We frequently make mistakes, even in our judgements concerning pain. The same 
thing happens with regard to everything else of which we have sensory awareness, even 
to pleasure and pain. For, although we do not suppose that these exist outside us, we 
generally regard them not as being in the mind alone, or in our perception, but as being in 
the hand or foot or in some other part of our body. But the fact that we feel a pain as it 
were in our foot does not make it certain that the pain exists outside our mind, in the foot, 
any more than the fact that we see light as it were in the sun, makes it certain the light 
exists outside us, in the sun. Both these beliefs are preconceived opinions of our early 
childhood, as will become clear below. 
68. How to distinguish what we clearly know in such matters from what can lead us 
astray. In order to distinguish what is clear in this connection from what is obscure, we 
must be very careful to note that pain and colour and so on are clearly and distinctly 
perceived when they are regarded merely as sensations or thoughts. But when they are 
judged to be real things existing outside our mind, there is no way of understanding what 
sort of things they are. If someone says he sees colour in a body or feels pain in a limb, 
this amounts to saying that he sees or feels something there of which he is wholly 
ignorant, or, in other words, that he does not know what he is seeing or feeling. 
Admittedly, if he fails to pay sufficient attention, he may easily convince himself that he 
has some knowledge of what he sees or feels, because he may suppose that it is 
something similar to the sensation of colour or pain which he experiences within himself. 
But if he examines the nature of what is represented by the sensation of colour or pain - 
what is represented as existing in the coloured body or the painful part - he will realize 
that he is wholly ignorant of it. 
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[Principles of Philosophy, Part One.] 
 
(ii) Perception of external objects 
23. The perceptions we refer to objects outside us. The perceptions we refer to things 
outside us, namely to the objects of our senses, are caused by these objects, at least when 
our judgements are not false. For in that case the objects produce certain movements in 
the organs of the external senses and, by means of the nerves, produce other movements 
in the brain, which cause the soul to have sensory perception of the objects. Thus, when 
we see the light of a torch and hear the sound of a bell, the sound and the light are two 
different actions which, simply by producing two different movements in some of our 
nerves, and through them in our brain, give to the soul two different sensations. And we 
refer these sensations to the subjects we suppose to be their causes in such a way that we 
think that we see the torch itself and hear the bell, and not that we have sensory 
perception merely of movements coming from these objects. [Passions of the soul] 
66. How sensations, emotions and appetites may be clearly known, despite the fact that 
we are frequently wrong in our judgements concerning them. There remains sensations, 
emotions and appetites. These may be clearly perceived provided we take great care in 
our judgements concerning them to include no more than what is strictly contained in our 
perception - no more than that of which we have inner awareness. But this is a very 
difficult rule to observe, at least with regard to sensations. For all of us have, from our 
early childhood, judged that all the objects of our sense-perception are things existing 
outside our minds and closely resembling our sensations, i.e. the perceptions that we had 
of them. Thus, on seeing a colour, for example, we supposed we were seeing a thing 
located outside us which closely resembled the idea of colour that we experienced within 
us at the time. And this was something that, because of our habit of making such 
judgements, we thought we saw clearly and distinctly - so much so that we took it for 
something certain and indubitable. [Principles of Philosophy, Part One.] 
 
(iii) Emotions as distorting 
28. Explanation of the first part of this definition. We may call them 'perceptions' if we 
use this term generally to signify all the thoughts which are not actions of the soul or 
volitions, but not if we use it to signify only evident knowledge. For experience shows 
that those who are the most strongly agitated by their passions are not those who know 
them best, and that the passions are to be numbered among the perceptions which the 
close alliance between the soul and the body renders confused and obscure. 
[Passions of the soul, Part One.] 
 
Summary of the body as the source of error 
71. The chief cause of error arises from the preconceived opinions of childhood. It is here 
that the first and main cause of all our errors may be recognized. In our early childhood 
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. It 
did not refer these thoughts to anything outside itself, but merely felt pain when 
something harmful was happening to the body and felt pleasure when something 
beneficial occurred. And when nothing very beneficial or harmful was happening to the 
body, the mind had various sensations corresponding to the different areas where, and 
ways in which, the body was being stimulated, namely what we call the sensations of 
tastes, smells, sounds, heat, cold, light, colours and so on - sensations which do not 
represent anything located outside our thought. At the same time the mind perceived 
sizes, shapes, motions and so on, which were presented to it not as sensations but as 
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things, or modes of things, existing (or at least capable of existing) outside thought, 
although it was not yet aware of the difference between things and sensations. The next 
stage arose when the mechanism of the body, which is so constructed by nature that it has 
the ability to move in various ways by its own power, twisted around aimlessly in all 
directions in its random attempts to pursue the beneficial and avoid the harmful; at this 
point the mind that was attached to the body began to notice that the objects of this 
pursuit or avoidance had an existence outside itself. And it attributed to them not only 
sizes, shapes, motions and the like, which it perceived as things or modes of things, but 
also tastes, smells and so on, the sensations of which were, it realized, produced by the 
objects in question. 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. As a result, it supposed that there was more 
substance or corporeality in rocks and metals than in water or air, since it felt more 
hardness and heaviness in them. Indeed, it regarded the air as a mere nothing, so long as 
it felt no wind or cold or heat in it. And because the light coming from the stars appeared 
no brighter than that produced by the meagre glow of an oil lamp, it did not imagine any 
star as being any bigger than this. And because it did not observe that the earth turns on 
its axis or that its surface is curved to form a globe, it was rather inclined to suppose that 
the earth was immobile and its surface flat. Right from infancy our mind was swamped 
with a thousand such preconceived opinions; and in later childhood, forgetting that they 
were adopted without sufficient examination, it regarded them as known by the senses or 
implanted by nature, and accepted them as utterly true and evident. [Principles of 
Philosophy, Part One.] 
 
Charles Taylor presents the idea this way: 
   ‘To see things this way is to have a clear and distinct understanding of them. But this 
involves withdrawing from our normal way of being in the world. As we live normally 
through them, our experiences of the red dress or of a toothache are the ways in which 
these objects are there for us. The red dress is present for me, through my seeing it; the 
tooth insistently clamours that it is in pain. I attend to the object through the experience. 
What Descartes calls on us to do is to stop living ‘in’ or ‘through’ the experience. ….. In 
objectifying the experience, I no longer accept it as what sets my norm for what it is to 
have knowledge of these properties. …. The point of the whole operation is to gain a kind 
of control. Instead of being swept along to error by the ordinary bent of our experience, 
we stand back from it, withdraw from it, reconstrue it objectively, and then learn to draw 
defensible conclusions from it. …. We fix experience in order to deprive it of its power, a 
source of bewitchment and error’ (Sources of the Self, 162-3). 
    ‘Coming to a full realization of one’s being as immaterial involves perceiving 
distinctly the ontological cleft between the two, and this involves grasping the material 
world as mere extension. The material world here includes the body, and coming to see 
the real distinction [between mind and matter] requires that we disengage from our usual 
embodied perspective, within which the ordinary person tends to see the objects around 
him as really qualified by colour or sweetness or heat, tends to think of the pain or tickle 
as in his tooth or foot’ (Sources of the Self, 145).  
    ‘[T]he cosmos is no longer seen as the embodiment of meaningful order which can 
define the good for us. And this move is brought about by our coming to grasp this world 
as mechanism. We saw above how we escape the confused experience of everyday 
sensations by seeing the causal-functional connections between body-state and idea. We 
demystify the cosmos as a setter of ends by grasping it mechanistically and functionally 
as a domain of possible means’ (Sources of the Self , 149). 


