People and their bodies

1. Because on the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, insofar as I am merely a thinking thing and not an extended thing, and because on the other hand I have a distinct idea of a body, insofar as it is merely an extended thing and not a thinking thing, it is certain that I am really distinct from my body, and can exists without it. [Rene Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, VI]

2. 'Do you think that it is right for a philosopher to concern himself with the nominal pleasures connected with food and drink?'

'Certainly not, Socrates,’ said Simmias. 

‘What about sexual pleasures?'

'No, not at all.'

'And what about the other attentions that we pay to our bodies? Do you think that a philosopher attaches any importance to them? I mean things like providing himself with smart clothes and shoes and other bodily ornaments; do you think that he values them or despises them - in so far as there is no real necessity for him to go in for that sort of thing?'

'I think the true philosopher despises them,' he said

'Then it is your opinion in general that a man of this kind is not concerned with the body, but keeps his attention directed as much as he can away from it and towards the soul?' 

'Yes, it is.’  
(Plato, Phaedo 64B)

3. Most of the old men he knows, Cephalus tells Socrates, mourn the coming of old age.  They think it has impoverished their lives. Since they attach worth to the bodily appetites and to the activities that satisfy them, they ‘long for the absent pleasures of youth. They recall the pleasures of sex and drinking and feasting, and others that go with these, and they are angry, as if they had been deprived of important things – as if they used to live a good life and now aren’t even living’ (Plato, Republic 329A). The vulnerability of their good living is – we see again – directly connected with their thought about value. Change and happening are problems for them because they care about chance-governed and changing things.  For Cephalus, on the other hand, the change to old age simply means the end of a problem. He reminds Socrates about the poet Sophocles, who, when asked whether he was still capable of making love to a woman, answered, ‘Silence, O human being. I am extremely happy to have escaped that, like a slave who has gotten away from a mad and savage master’ (Republic 329B-C). Cephalus agrees: ‘For a great peace and freedom from these things comes with old age. After the tension of the appetites relaxes and ceases, it is just what Sophocles said, an escape from many mad masters’ (Republic 329C). [Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 137]

4. Thy body, when the soule is gone, will be a horreur to all that behold it, a most loathsome and abhorred spectacle. [Robert Bolton, Porter 28]

5. What is the body, but a loathsome Masse

Of dust and ashes, brittle as a glasse.

[William Prynne, Porter 39]

6. We are all like the most of the ladies of Paris: they live extremely well without knowing what goes into the stew; in the same way we enjoy bodies without knowing what they are composed of. [Voltaire, Porter 44]

7. A wretchedly foolish and selfish human creature thinks he has to do with his body and that it is still some part of himself and belonging to him even when he is out of it. A wiser mortal thinks his body no part of himself and belonging to him even when he is out of it. But a truly wise man thinks his body no part of himself nor belonging to him even whilst in it …. I (the real I) am not a certain figure, nor mass, nor hair, nor flesh, nor limbs, nor body; but mind, thought, intellect, reason. [Shaftesbury; Porter 136]

8. I received nought from them but misfortunes, sin, and the corrupt body I wear. I hurry to those who have already departed through the death of their bodies. When I look at their graves, I see nothing but ashes and worms, stench and horror. That which I am now, they once were. What am I? A man born of a slimy humour, for at the moment of conception I was conceived out of a human seed. This form then coagulated and, in growing, became flesh. After which I was thrown out into the exile of this world, wailing and crying. [Hugh of St-Victor, Porter 227]

9. Man is formed of dust, mud, ashes, and, what is even viler, of foul sperm … Who can ignore the fact that conjugal union never occurs without the itching of the flesh, the fermentation of desire and the stench of lust? Hence any progeny is spoiled, tainted and vitiated by the very act of its conception, the sperm communicating to the soul that inhabits it the stain of sin, the stigma of fault, the filth of iniquity. [Pope Innocent III, Porter 227]

10. I said, ‘we were not stocks and stones’ – ‘tis very well. I should have added, nor are we angels, I wish we were, - but men cloathed with bodies, and governed by our imaginations [Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Porter vi]

11. We stand, as it were, behind the wall of the body, sheltered from the eyes of others in the recesses of our mind; but when we wish to reveal ourselves we come forth, with speech as the gateway, in order to show our inner selves. [Gregory the Great, Morals on the Book of Job, II, 8]

12. It is in sickness that we are compelled to recognise that we do not live alone but are chained to a being from a different realm, from whom we are worlds apart, who has no knowledge of us and by whom it is impossible to make ourselves understood: our body. [Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, volume 3, 341]

13. It is humiliating to have to appear like an empty tube which is simply inflated by a mind. [Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 11]

References to ‘Porter’ indicate quotations derived from Roy Porter, Flesh in the Age of Reason (Allen Lane, 2003)

