Consequences of Descartes’s position on body and extension
There is such a thing as absolute density

For any body, there is a point beyond which it cannot be further condensed or compressed.

Matter is indefinitely divisible

Since body just is space, and every space, however small, is further divisible, the same must hold of matter

Nature does not contain qualitatively different kinds of material

Lead, gold, salt, sulphur, mercury, water, air, fire are all made of the same material

The only thing that makes them different from one another is how this material is cut up into parts and how these parts are arranged and moving

There are no qualities, forces, or powers in nature other than those that arise from the size, shape, arrangement, and motion of otherwise homogeneous particles.

So:

We shouldn’t need to do any more to understand what bodies are and how they behave than to understand 

· the principles of geometry, which tell us how bodies can be shaped and divided
· the laws of motion and collision

Since there is no empty space, all motion must be circular.
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Since God 

· recreates the world from moment to moment

· is supremely constant in all his operations

The same quantity of both matter and motion is conserved in the universe.

So as much motion as one body loses in collision it must transmit to another.

The quantity of motion is simply the product of speed and size of the body.

So:

What was once in motion retains that motion unless it collides with something.

What was once at rest remains at rest unless something hits it.

Circular motion is always the product of collision.

This is because God preserves the direction of motion as well as its quantity

And it is also confirmed by experience of how rotating bodies move when released from what constrains them to orbit around a point

An incorrect third law of motion, 

leading to numerous errors in Descartes’s statement of the laws of collision

(perhaps caused by his desire to take light to move with the same speed after reflection)

A moving body rebounds from a “stronger” body without losing any of its motion, but divides its quantity of motion with any “weaker” body it encounters.

(this law violates the principle that all change in nature be continuous, by supposing a sudden change in the way bodies behave in collision at the points where they are of unequal or equal strength)

Descartes’s mechanical account

of the evolution of the universe

God could have just created a block of matter and then injected motion into it.

The injected motion would have caused the matter to divide into particles of three types:

· gross

· intermediate

· subtle

Vortices of subtle matter carry gross matter around and account for all the phenomena of gravitation, magnetism, etc.

Motions of subtle matter account for light

Connections of gross matter arise naturally and account for the formation of planets and the evolution of life.

But not everything can be accounted for by “top-down” means.

Descartes’s Scientific Method
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Descartes’s Account of Sensation
Since the mind is not extended, it is not spread out over the body.

It instead communicates with the body through a point in the brain.
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This requires that nerves extend from all the parts of the body to the brain to carry signals.
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As a consequence, a certain kind of “deception” is an inevitable feature of our make-up – one that even God could not prevent given that he decided to intimately join minds to bodies.

Namely, sensory illusions arising from stimulation of the nerves in unnatural ways.

We were designed so that, in the vast range of normal circumstances, when objects stimulate our sensory nerves, we receive appropriate ideas

of the approximate location of those objects

and of whether they are harmful or beneficial

But due to diseases, amputations, invasion by foreign bodies, etc. it can happen that the nerves are stimulated along their length by objects other than external objects

giving us the same ideas we would get if objects were affecting us and producing the illusory appearance of objects

Descartes’s ultimate argument for

the ideality of sensible qualities

As a consequence of amputations, blows to the eyes, stopping up the ears, dental work, etc.,

we can experience sensations that we know are not located anywhere in space outside of us, even though they appear to be so
this proves that these particular sensations are located only in our minds

But it also proves something more …

When we investigate the causes of these pathological sensations, we discover that they arise from stimulation of the nerves

The stimulation takes the form of pushes and pulls

And all the sensory nerves are alike

(they are just cords that can be plucked or pulled)

(not things that have different structures that could be seen to convey different sorts of qualities from objects up to the brain)

In fact, it looks like all sensory stimulation arises from pulling or plucking or hitting the sensory nerves — that is, from purely mechanical impacts
Consequence: even if objects did have sensible qualities, those qualities would play absolutely no role in our perception.

It is only because objects move and touch us that we perceive.

But then why should we suppose that objects have sensible qualities — qualities that play no role in nature?

Descartes’s conclusion
“By means of our senses we apprehend nothing in external objects beyond their size, shape, and motion.”

An objection to this conclusion:

Size, shape, and motion of what?

The parts of space are perfectly homogeneous.

There is nothing to distinguish one part from another.

According to Princ. II.23, the parts of matter are distinguished from one another (given different shapes and sizes) by motion.

But motion requires identity over time.

Given that all the parts of space are homogeneous, what could tell us that any one part has moved relative to any other part?

This is not just a question about how we could come to know that a part of space is in any state of motion.

It is a question about what it would mean for any part of space to be in motion.

It is not clear that it would have any meaning, and so not clear that it is a notion that is at all intelligible or possible

Ridding matter of all quality may simply not be feasible.
