Tia Carson-Davies
What is the confusion (if there is one) in representing the individual’s own body as a tool – an object that she encounters – in her dealings with the world?


Maurice Merleau-Ponty, is a French existentialist and phenomenologist. In his work Phenomenology of Perception, he tries to bridge the gap between the soul and the body which was created in Descartes’s philosophy. Although his work is known for its in depth explanations of bodily experiences greatly influenced by Descartes’s Meditations, Merleau-Ponty rejects the Cartesian distinction about the soul and body.[footnoteRef:1] In this essay I will be illustrating Merleau-Ponty and Descartes’ views, explaining the confusion and overlap between the two. [1:  Toadvine, Ted, "Maurice Merleau-Ponty", (ed.) by Edward N. Zalta The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2019) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/merleau-ponty/>.] 


Descartes believed that the mind and the body are two distinct things. In his work Meditations, Descartes claims that he thinks of his own body in “geometrical” terms, as particles of “substance” that are spatially ordered. He outlines the fact that his body is “divisible”[footnoteRef:2] and that the soul (res cogitans) is an indivisible thinking entity that has no position in the spacio-temporal universe.[footnoteRef:3] He claims that the body is an object that he encounters and a tool that he employs in interactions with the environment.  [2:  AT 7:86, CSM 2:59]  [3:  Scott Calef, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Dualism and Mind (Ohio Wesleyan University) https://iep.utm.edu/dualism/#H3 [accessed 1/02/22]] 


The human body is a physical object, but unlike other objects we also have a mind/soul. Like all objects, it must be moved by something else. The Cartesian dualism of Descartes asserts that mental and physical substances interact in with each other. All action begins in the mind, and a causal chain extends from the brain to the muscles, to the bodily parts, and finally to the universe: everything in the body interacts with one another through mechanical causal interactions. The mind interacts with the body at the pineal gland belonging in the brain, but also the body can influence the mind.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Dr. Saul McLeod, Mind Body Debate, Simply Psychology. (2018) https://www.simplypsychology.org/mindbodydebate.html [accessed 1/02/22]] 


He explains this process of bodily movements in which, when he notices that his body is a given distance from an object he wishes to move, he conducts a mental event that drives his body across that distance. Another example is when a person wishes to scratch an itch on their nose: they are aware of the spatial relationships between their fingers and nose, how far away they are from each other, and thus executes a mental event that causes their finger to reach that distance in the precise direction.[footnoteRef:5] Descartes felt that our body is only one of the objects we meet in the world, different from the self. However, it differs from other objects in that perception of other things and action on other things are mediated by this body. [5:   Descartes, René. Meditations on First Philosophy. Translated by Michael Moriarty (Oxford University Press, 2008)] 


Descartes also believed that, like other objects, our bodies were purposely designed by a creator, ours being God, to perform our duty. In Treatise on Man, Descartes gives a few examples including a clock and a mill, which are man-made, but similarly to us humans, are designed with a purpose and have the ability to move on its own in a variety of ways. As Descartes is supposing this machine (body) to be created by the hands of God, he explains that itis in reasonable to believe that the body is capable of a broader complexity of movements than one could comprehend, and of exhibiting more beauty and craftsmanship than man could possibly assign to it.[footnoteRef:6] With the example he uses of the royal gardens at Saint-Germain, Descartes compares the nerves of the body to pipes that go through the intricate waterworks of the fountains:[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  CSM 1: 99; AT 11: 120]  [7:  David Bates. “Cartesian Robotics.” Representations, vol. 124, no. 1, pp. 43–68. (University of California Press, 2013)] 


Its muscles and tendons with the different mechanisms and springs that set them in action, its animal spirits with the water that drives them, the heart with the water supply, and the brain cavities with the storage tanks. Furthermore, breathing and other similar operations that are regular and natural to this machine and are dependent on the flow of the spirits are analogous to the movements of a clock or mill, which may be rendered continuous by the usual flow of water.

Finally, if a rational soul is present in this machine, it will have its primary seat in the brain, and will reside there in the same way that the fountain-keeper must be stationed at the tanks where the fountain's pipes revert back if he wants to produce, prevent, or change their movements[footnoteRef:8] [8:  CSM 1:100-101; AT 11:131] 


According to Merleau-Ponty, our actions are not “mechanical” as Descartes describes, but rather instantaneous. The individual forms suitable relationships with the environment around them without any previous thought. Merleau-Ponty places great emphasis on habitual activities, which he also refers to as "bodily know-how." Habit assumes that the body has some kind of recognition of the universe in which it operates. As it “adapts” to its environment, the body “understands” the situation in which it must operate, resulting in a sort of embodied consciousness.[footnoteRef:9] Merleau-Ponty says that it is a preconceived idea that all bodily abilities must be underpinned by mental abilities, using a mental map. Instead, the body itself contains abilities, the knowledge is actually contained in the body. Therefore, the knowledge one has of the lay out of their home, is not ‘in the mind’ but ‘in the legs’.  [9:  Maurice. Merleau-Ponty and Landes. Donald A. Phenomenology of perception (Abingdon, Oxon ; New York : Routledge, 2012.)] 


There is confusion with representing one’s body as a tool. Descartes puts forward the idea where, in the sense that the body is a tool that one uses to achieve ones goals, the body is a machine. Whereas Merleau-Ponty argues that this portrayal is incorrect in two ways. The first being that an ‘object’ is something that we come across which we can reach out for, examine from different angles, move away from and mislay and need to look for. But one cannot do this to their own body. Secondly, Merleau-Ponty says it is not correct to describe the body as a tool/instrument, as with an instrument there are different steps to follow in order to cause it to move in the manner I want it to: I speed it up by pressing this lever, and so forth. We can offer instructions to somebody else on how to use different tools/instruments, but in terms of ones own body there is nothing comparable.[footnoteRef:10] Additionally, Merleau-Ponty argues that due to the fact that we cannot give instructions for our body as we can a tool, Descartes' claim that mental activities are performed to move the body is not true. Merleau-Ponty believes that if it was true then we should be able to describe it, giving instructions on how to raise one’s arm. But as he explains, we do not have any way to describe it. There are no steps to follow; I simply lift my arm.  [10:  Ibid. p. 104] 


Merleau-Ponty argues that Descartes' view of the body as a machine with an inner man is based on a misunderstanding: we cannot think of the mind and the body as separate and compounded at the same time. Merleau-Ponty proposes that we abandon mind-body dualism and disregard Descartes' concept of the body as a machine with an inner man.[footnoteRef:11] Moreover, Descartes explains how the mind is not a physical object like the body, but then claims that the pineal gland, is a physical gland in the brain that he claims is indivisible, is the connection between the body and mind, using a physical object to describe the connection between the mental or incorporeal and the body/corporeal. [11:  Maurice. Merleau-Ponty and Landes. Donald A. Phenomenology of perception (Abingdon, Oxon ; New York : Routledge, 2012.)] 
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