
At times and places other than our 
own, bodies have been assigned intrin
sic moral qualities, and treated 
accordingly. Official medieval doc
trine, I believe, held that the body was 
intrinsjcally evil. This seems to have 
led to quite a complicated moral 
ontology; for example in the practice 
of "scourging" there was the idea that 
in punishing my body I punished not 
myself, but the Devil. 

The problems investigated in this 
article will perhaps have struck any
one familiar with the literature of 
modem health and fitness cults. In 
these writings we are currently pre
sented with fragments of moral rea
soning which tend to suggest that we 
have obligations to our own and other 
people's bodies as such. For example 
Jane Fonda ~981) says "I began to 
realize my 00 y needed to be listened 
to and strengthened ... I could create 
for myself a new approach to health 
and beauty, an approach which would 
not only make me look better, but 
would enable me to handle the 
intense, multifaceted life I live with 
more clarity and balance." This is very 
typical of body talk, a mixture of the 
moral, aesthetic and prudential, famil
iar to the contemporary ear. Do 
Jane's body's needs really produce 
obligations on her to satisfy them, 
apart from the agreeable conse-· 
quences for her of following her 
regime? 
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bodies. 

Can we make sense of the idea of an 
obligation whose term is a body, par
ticularly my own body? My aim is to 
examine critically a number of ways in 
which such obligations could arise. 

Whatever may be the ultimate out
come of my analysis we cannot begin 
by assuming that any. obligations to 
the body can be explained wholly in 
terms of a person's prudential self-in
terest. Fitness freaks, for example, are 
manifestly not thinking just in terms 
of enhancing their individual health 
and chances of personal survival. Just 
as the saving of an endangered species 
of plant is not simply a matter of 
keeping the earth a nice place for peo
ple to live in, but of real vegetable 
rights to lebensraum, so true health 
fanatics seem to me to look beyond 
fitness and well-being as personal 
advantages towards some dimly con
ceived rights of the body itself to be 
kept in a good state. It is these rights 
whose origin I want to explore. 

A start can be made with a provi
sional distinction between two possi
ble kinds of bodily obligations. Firstly 
there are those systems of obligation 
which arise by virtue of some of the 
contingent features of human embod
iment. For example it is an important 
fact that the human race is reproduced 
through certain bodily processes and 
there are widely held obligations 
which relate to this fact. Then, sec
ondly, there are those systems of obli
gations in which the body itself and its 

welfare seem to be the target. Here we 
can come up against the startling 
thought that a person's welfare may 
be regarded as making a lesser 
demand on their attention than the 
welfare of their body, and that these 
demands may clash. How much of my 
potential work-time or family-time 
ought I to spend lifting weights or jog
ging? There are obvious prudential 
considerations to be cited, "I am a 
better father (colleague) if I am phys
ically fit." But there also seem to be 
clashes of obligation in which my 
body appears on the moral scene as a 
rival for my moral attention to my 
family or some other person-based 
entity. It is the existence of apparent 
clashes of this sort that sets the con
text for the discussions which follow. 

I shall firstly take the approach of 
looking at comparisons of body culti
vation with our ways of treating ordi
nary things to throw light on how the 
body itself might be a target for obli
gations. 

Two issues suggest themselves for 
discussion through which the 
body/thing comparison might be 
explored. One can compare the rights 
of disposal and dismemberment I have 
over my things and the rights of dis
posal and dismemberment, if any, I 
have over my body. One can also 
compare rights to know about the 
nature of and treatment meted out to 
my things (for instance my car) with 
those I have to know about the nature 
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of my body and specific details of 
treatments to which it might be sub
jected. 

Contrasting with these rights of dis
posal and dismemberment will be 
obligations to retain possession of and 
maintain the integrity and unity of my 
body and at least some of my things. 
So if a person's claim to a right of dis
posal can be shown to fail it may open 
up the possibility that he or she has an 
obligation to retain possession. 
Though in the body case, as well as 
the cases of things, rights of disposal 
might not exist because the concept of 
ownership could not properly be 
applied to the relation between person 
and body. 

Kant's argument against applying 
the concept of ownership to the 
person/body relation is immediately 
relevant. In Lectures on Ethics Kant 
comes down emphatically against the 
intelligibility of any putative legal 
relation of ownership. 

"Man cannot dispose over himself 
because he is not a thing; he is not his 
own property; to say that he is would 
be self-contradictory; for in so far as 
he is a person he is a Subject in whom 
the ownership of things can be 
invested, and if he were his own prop
erty, he would be a thing over which 
he could have ownership. But a per
son cannot be a property and so can
not be a thing which can be owned, 
for it is impossible to be a person and 
a thing, the proprietor and the prop
erty. 

Accordingly a man is not at his 
own disposal. He is not entitled to sell 
a limb, not even one of his own 
teeth." (p.165) 

The last · sentence shows us that . 
Kant did not have in .· mind a purely 
moral concept of a person, but one of 
a person as an·embodiedbeing,whose 
liinbs are as much part of him as his 
memories. But Kant's argument begs 
the question, since it assumes that a 
body cannot . be regarded in a 
detatched fashion by the person who 
is thus embodied nor by anyone else. 
This is just the philosophical principle· 
at issue. We cannot so briskly escape 
the task of discussing cases. 

In general the owner of a thing 
owns its parts. In the absence of any 
externally imposed restrictions such 
an owner can dispose freely of parts 
by sale, lease. or gift. The fact of own
ershipentails rights of transfer of 
ownership. You can sell bits of your 
old car for spares without a motal 
qualm. More problematic, however, is 
disposing of it for scrap, especially if it 
is a classic car. I think you have an 
obligation not to do so if it is a Type 
33 Bugatti or a Jaguar SSI. So the use 
to which a new owner might put 
something becomes the source of pos
sible restriction on absolute rights of 
transfer. 

The problem raised here is that of 
the moral status of aesthetic integrity. 
The law covering listed buildings 
recognizes that both a tnoral·and aes
thetic wrong would be done by an 
owner freely disposing of parts of the 
structure. An aesthetically integrated 
whole which would be destroyed by 
the abstraction of any of its parts has 
moral value and so merits legal pro
tection. The same principle covers 
sUch outrages as selling a portion of 
an Old Master canvas, or of cutting 

Jaguar D-Type in action. To scrap a classic car deprives people of the 
advantage of contemplating an exquisite work of art. 
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out the engravings from a book or the 
illuminations from a manuscript. To 
utterly destroy a Type 33 Bugatti 
deprives other persons of the advan
tage of contemplating such an exqui
site work of art. 

Rights of disposal of parts of one's 
body and correlative obligations to 
refrain from . certain kinds of trans
actions in body parts seem to parallel 
those I have sketched out for aesthet
ically valued things quite closely. Aes
thetic value can be treated as 
grounded in physical integrity. In 
many countries people can sell or give 
some of their blood; but nowhere are 
they permitted to sell or give away all 
of their blood at once. One kidney can 
be donated but not both. Let us say 
that there is an organic value, the 

! maintenance of life, which would be 
, undercut if rights of disposal were not 

restricted in this way. This value can 
be transposed to the moral realm by 
the simple observation that the main· 
tenance of life is a necessary condition 
for the survival of persons. 

But the cases of things and human 
bodies are in fact in a kind of oppo
sition. I can freely dispose of the parts 
of the things I own unless the disman
tling required would violate the aes
thetic integrity of the thing. But I 
cannot freely continue to dispose of 
parts of my body as long as the 
abstraction of a part (say cutting off 
my hair for sale) would not violate a 
principle of integrity. (The fact that 
the hair will regrow and that. blood 
lost is replaced naturally is not the 
basis of freedom of disposal: once a 
kidney has been sacrificed current 
medical technology offers no hope of 
its regrowth.) Everything which is not 
explicitly forbidden is permitted in the 
case of things, while in the case of the 
disposal of body parts the principle 
seems to be that everything which is 
not explicitly permitted is forbidden. 

These considerations seem to bring 
us back to a tightened up version of 
Kant's view. If to be this person is to 
be embodied · in this body then the 
maintenance of the body's organic 
integrity boils down to a defence of 
the person. However Kant's refusal to 
countenance the disposal of even a 
tooth is too absolute. So long as the 
dismemberment does not violate the 
principle of organic integrity, disposal 
of a detachable part seems to me to be 
acceptable, with the general qualifica
tion referred to above that it should 
be put to a "proper" use, which, in the 
human case, seems to be a fate com-

je mensurate to the dignity and moral 
~ standing of the person from whom it 

I ~ came. 
aI 

~ Restrictions on rights to know 
about things seems explicable entirely 
in terms of social good. Knowledge of 
how to make explosives or how to 
synthesize certain undesirable drugs 



may be restricted to those thought 
responsible enough. But if I can own 
something is there any restriction on 
how much I can know about it? It 
seems to me that rights of ownership 
are restricted exactly to match rights 
to knowledge. If I can . legitimately 
own something then my rights to 
know about it are absolute. However 
your rights to know about my things 
are both restricted in certain 
directions and protected in others. For 
instance you have a right to be told 
about hidden defects in my house if 
you are a potential purchaser and the 
house could become yours. Could my 
rights to know about the nature of my 
own body and the treatments to which 
it is being or has been subjected be 
restricted in any way? Oddly enough 
the answer increasingly seems to be 
yes. 

English law now recognizes two 
kinds of restrictions on knowledge of 
my own body, both arising in medical 
contexts. 

Doctors are not obliged to disclose 
facts about a patient's body to that 
patient if, in their view, knowing these 
facts would jeopardize the patient's 
chances of recovery. Here my rights 
are restricted for my own good, a 
paternalistic but rational qualification 
of absolutes in an individualistic 
moral framework. 

The Sidaway judgement in the 
House of Lords (1985) introduces 
something new. The judgement con
firms the right of doctors to keep 
some fact about a patient's body from 
them if the patient's knowing that fact 
would ruin a medical experiment. In 
this case a person's rights to know
ledge are embedded in a collectivist 
moral framework. As a thing one's 
body comes within the resources of 
collective society which may, through 
its agents, use it for its own good. A 
cruder version (If this collectivist move 
is embedded in the use of the concept 
of acceptable casualties in war, or as it 
used more candidly to be called, can
non fodder. Again these cases involve 
obligations to persons in which the 
human body plays an ineliminable 
part. They are not obligations to the 
body as such; nevertheless they are of 
interest for the general theme. 

My argument so far has been 
intended to show that our intuitions 
of the principles under which our 
treatment of a human body is ratio
nalized require some quite strong qua
lifications of the corporeality, or 
thingness, of bodies. These qualifica
tions tend to make the special quality 
of the body rather like whatever qual
ity differentiates works of art from 
mere things. The obvious explanation 
of this moral distinctiveness of the 
human body is the fact that it is per
sons who are so embodied. 

A most complex system of bodily 
rights and obligations has grown up 

Our intuitions about how bodies should be treated suggest that they are not 
just things, but more like works of art. 

around the role of bodies in human 
reproduction. This system is currently 
under challenge and is undergoing 
transformation in an instructive way. 
Moral problems engendered by the 
practices of abortion and euthenasia 
have been discussed ad nauseam, but 
the recently developed techniques of 
surrogate motherhood have thrown 
up some new questions for philoso
phers. In this situation the surrogate 
mother has an obligation to care for 
the two bodies involved, her own and 
that of the foetus. But how is that 
obligation incurred? The question can 
be answered only against a back
ground of larger ethical positions, in 
particular the general contrast 
between individualism and collectiv
ism. 

Under individualism the surrogate 
mother's obligations to her own body, 
for instance to its careful mainte
nance, could arise only in her contrac
tual relationship to the client parents 
since the foetus is not hers, at least in 
the form of surrogacy where she con
tributes no genetic material to the foe
tus. But under collectivism her bodily 
obligations arise by virtue of her par
ticipation, as embodied in a female 

body, in the collective of women. 
More complex obligations can now 
arise. In particular, since the collective 
of women assumes the duty of contin
uous re-creation of the human race, 
any woman is under at least a 
notional obligation to bear a child for 
any other member of the collective 
who cannot. If we strictly follow this 
line of argument we may have to 
include women past child-bearing age 
amongst those who engender obli
gations on younger women through 
the general obligation of the collectiv
ity. Surrogate motherhood ceases to 
be a commercial transaction set within 
the morality of contractual obli
gations, and in this new setting 
becomes a moral obligation itself. So 
arises another kind of bodily obli
gation, qua womankind, not only of 
care but of use. One must note again 
that the obligation is person engen
dered and the body appears as part of 
the content of the obligation rather 
than its target. 

Under individualism rights over the 
disposal of use-value of a person's 
body are absolute, but under collectiv
ism they are located at least partially 
in the collective itself. In thinking 
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about this I find myself driven to an 
uneasy compromise, lacking a clear 
principle, thus: the collective of 
women can hardly have an absolute 
right to demand of any woman that 
she lend her body for surrogacy. On 
the other hand society as a whole can
not deny a woman the absolute right 
to lend her body, since as a person so 
embodied she has a duty to the collec
tive. 

Perhaps her underlying assumption 
of individualism accounts for the diffi
culty of dealing adequately w~th J.J. 
Thotnson's defence of abortton (A 
Defense of Abortion, Philosophy and 
Public Affairs, 1971). In essence her 
argument trades on an analogy 
between one's body and one's apart
ment; in both cases, as the owner one 
has an absolute right over. who may 
enter and who may stay. According to 
Thomson these rights have priority 
over any obligations one may have to 
the other human beings who may for 
one reason or another find themselves . 
within the walls. Notoriously, Thom
son sets her rights deriving from her 
individualistic conception of owner
ship above even the right to life of 
someone else,. whq may lose it if 
thrown out of the "apartment". . 

I began my own reflections on these 
matters with an automatic liberal's 
support for abortion on demand, but I 
find Thomson's way of advocating the 
practice so morally offensive I think I 
have turned against it unless the life of 
the gesta tory mother is seriously 
threatened or the foetus is irredeem
ably deformed. So far as I know crit
ics have not brought out the deep 
malaise in current discussion· of 
abortion, perhaps because they often 
share it, namely its strong individual
ism. I would prefer to say that one's 
relations to one's own body may be 
more. like the relation of a Chinese 
tenant to his or her apartinent than it 
is like· one's relation to an American 
sunbelt condominium. The street com
mittee may have rights over the use of 
the apartment and one may have obli
gations relative to it that finally rest in 
one's membership of that community 
of which the committee is the execu
tive arm. But I suppose that this is 
hardly an. analogy likely· to recom
mend itself to philosophers drawn 
from a community which has brought 
forth a Rawls or a Nozick! 

This discussion' has led through a 
number of cases in which the human 
body has figured as an essential part 
of the content of a system of obli
gations; rights and duties. But in each 
case its role has been morally second
ary, since the target of obligation has 
turned out to be, in one way or 
another, a person or persons. I turn 
now to explore directly the kind of 
obligation hinted at in the quote from 
Jane Fonda, to ask whether there are 
obligations which have the body itself 
as target. 
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Much recent health and fitness rhet
oric seems to suggest that there is a 
cluster of obligations and duties on 
human beings to maintain their bodies 
in good physical condition. This is not 
just a matter of looking nice and feel
ing well, but being well. A sense of 
"right functioning" seems to be 
invoked that reminds one of the still 
contested notion of species-design in 
biology. Some of this material is pre
sented in such a way that rights seem 
to be invested in the body itself, to 
require good treatment from the per
son whose body it is. (Here again the 
possessive rhetoric seems to thrust a 
concept of ownership on us.) 

Often in the world of fitness the rec
ommendations for body care cite pru
dential (person supporting) or 
utilitarian (social) considerations, 
directing attention away from the 
body as such. This kind of argument 
is familiar in discussions of the indi
vidual corporeal vice of smoking, 
when social costs of repairing the· 
damage smokers inflict on themselves 
and the poisoning of passive smokers 
are cited as reasons for judging smok
ing to be immoral. 

So far so good, but the interesting 
case is this: many people, though it is 
an attitude particularly noticeable 
amongst fitness fanatics, regard a 
flabby, ill-kept body as not only aes
thetically but morally offensive. How 
could the moral offence arise? 

Some of the force of this talk seems 
to depend on the trick of personifying 
the body, on treating it as a being 
other than oneself, with its own moral 
qualities. Before discussing this curi~ 
ous idea I want to look at a way of 
getting at the moral grounding of bod
ily obligation that does not go quite so 
far down that metaphor lane. (I set 
aside arguments such as the one which 
begins with the principle that since life 
is God's gift you have your body only 
on sufferance, and so must look after 
it - few people are· both fitness and 
Jesus freaks at the same time.) An 
analogy might help to pinpoint one of 
the sources of the moral fervour of the 
Jane Fondas of the movement to 
reform our treatment of our own bod
ies. (I say one of the sources since I 
believe the moral architecture of body 
work is quite complex.) There is one 
category of organic beings we seem to . 
have accepted an obligation to care 
for regardless of their non-person
hood, and· that is pets. I know that 
most people,· though· very willing to 
begin a discussion in defence of the 
personhood of their dogs, cats and 
even birds, can be persuaded to back 
off to a weaker thesis that there is a 
sufficient similarity of cognitive and 
moral attributes to justify assimilating 
Fido or Tiddles to the human moral 
order. It is to this temperate attitude 
that I look for an analogy to the 
grounding of bodily care. 

Suppose we try out the idea that a 
human body is to be thought of as a 
pet with a permanent live-in master or 
mistress. 

Before going more deeply into this 
1'roposal we should notice that it 
scores an immediate success in solving 
the well-known "spare embryos" 
problem. In an in-vitro fertilization 
there are usually lots more embryos 
produced than can actually be 
implanted in a mother. Should they be 
used for medical research? On the 
basis of the analogy between human 
bodies and pets spare embryos have 
the logical status of strays, that is of 
domestic animals without a known 
master or mistress. So whatever prin
ciple licences the use of stray dogs for 
experiments in well run and humane 
medical laboratories and where the 
research has some chance of benefit
ting mankind, also licences the use of 
spare embryos in research of a similar 
moral quality. But, since in some 
loose sense spare embryos are human, 
they must be used only for serious 
pursuits. It would be improper to 
enclose one or two in magnifyingplas
tic for use as table ornaments. 

In working through the putative 
analogy between human. bodies and 
pets we cannot avoid the rights-of-ani
mals issue. Two major styles of argu
ment seem to have emerged from 
recent debates. The first, typified by 
Fox's Returning to Eden does not help 
us here because it derives the complex 
of obligations and rights germane to 
our treatment of animals from that of 
person-to-person . relations . by the 
claim of ultimate biological similarity 
between man and animals. 

In the second, however, the thesis of 
organic similarity is deployed rather 
differently - notably by authors such 
as Singer. Here it is· used directly to 
support the claim that animals can 
suffer too. Then by· a application of 
the moral principle that needless 
straightforward application of the 
moral principle that needless suffering 
should be avoided, animal-rights and . 
our correlative obligations emerge 
directly. 

Stephen· Clark and others have 
pointed out the weakness of this strat
egy. Provided suffering is avoided it 
licences any use whatever of the ani
mal body including its appearance in 
the cooking pot.. Indeed an argument 
like this based on interests could sup
port· eating meat, given painless 
butchery, in that a protein balanced 
diet is a human interest only slightly 
less categorical than the principle that 
one should avoid causing needless suf
fering. And it involves only a modest 
extension of these considerations to 
find support for the use of human 
flesh as food if the abattoir was well 
concealed and the victims were never 
conscious of their sudden and painless 
fate. Futhermore this later type of 
argument will not help in elaborating 
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The way we treat our pets provides 
a possible analogy for our obligations 
to our own bodies. 

the analogy I am pursuing because 
Jane Fonda and indeed the whole 
body building fraternity put a high 
moral value on pain, what Jane calls 
"the burn". Proscribe needless suffer
ing, and the burn goes out too. We 
could make the concept of need 
slightly more slippery, but this would 
have the effect of moving the moral 
basis of the argument to the pruden
tial justification for fitness, and so beg 
the central question of obligations to 
the body as such. 

Clark considers another argument, 
a thin-end-of·the-wedge argument in 
defence of the rights of animals. Indif
ference to the sufferings -of animals, 
via the organic similarity thesis, can 
lead to indifference to the sufferings of 
people, and hence be morally corrupt
ing. But in this argument the 
restrictions on how we treat animals 
are merely prudential, since the moral 
weight is exclusively on what might 
happen in the human world if these 
restrictions are neglected or overriden. 

Does the domestic animal analogy 
fail us? I think not wholly. It helps to 
draw our attention to an odd feature 
of those bodily obligations we seem to 
have acquired in Jane Fonda's world. 
I sidestepped the move that person
ifies both the body and our pets at the 
beginning of this section, but failing 
any help ftom' animal rights argu
ments it does seem that mutual perso
nification may be the principle that 
lies behind the non-prudential argu
ments for body cultivation. The body 
is presented as a being which stands 
over against me. It is savage to my civ
ilization, nature to my culture. My 
task is to tame it. It stands in need of 
domestication, of breaking in, of 
being made a pet. This idea has long 

lurked on the edges of western con
sciousness. For example it ~ some
times been said that in Mary Shelley's 
famous tale the monster is body itself, 
indifferent to morality. while Frank
enstein is each of us, with a 
half-tamed pet on a fragile leash. Jane 
Fonda's body, which seems to me 
wholly admirable as it is, is merely 
slothful. 

There is a further turn to the 
domestic animal analogy that takes us 
back to the presumptions at the begin
ning of this discussion. lowe to my 
pupil Amy Morgan the observation 
that the image of the man or woman 
with their body as an unruly or a 
slothful pet enshrines the Cartesian 
conception of the relation of persons 

- to their embodiment. The ontological 
duality of mind and body is mirrored 
in -the duality of master arid pet, per
son and body. Thus the pet analogy 
reintroduces a tWo -substance doctrine 
once thought exorcised by -Ryle, and 
finally put to rest for good by Straw
son. But if -that is the force of the 
analogy it. breaks down in the context 
of bodilyobhgations. On the Carte
sian view the personal moral qualities 
are distributed between mind and 
body so as to match exactly -the dis
tribution of personal cognitive proper
ties. Mind substance should get them 
all, and corporeal substance has no 
claim on any. So the good of the body 
can only be organic and our obli
gations to it merely prudential. 

However it was exactly the. Carte
sian account of how We are embodied 
that had to be repudiated in the open
ing sections of this paper. Personhood 
was conceived in Strawsonian fashion 
as intrinsically tied to a material entity 
as its mode of emboditnc::nt. The body 
provides the wherewithall for the pos
sibility of identification and reidentifi
cation of persons without which there 
would not be human individuals at all. 
In the many ways I have touched on 
the tie between persons and their bod
ies secretes all kinds of bodily obli
gations. In each domain in which I 
have explored the meaning and viabi1~ 
ity of some case of an alleged bodily 
obligation, -and it has proved defensi
ble, it has hinged on the fact that the 
body is or was someone's body. 
Human bodies which are not yet the 
embodiments of persons are intracta
ble not -only because we cannot be 
sure they will become somebody's 
body, but because we have no idea 
whose body they will become. 

Do the bodily obligations reduce 
completely to the rather dull obli
gations I have to you as a person, and 
those I might have to myself? The 
thrust of my argument has been 
against this reduction. While a body 
may seem as chunky and uniquely 
separable an atom as one can well 
imagine, once it is someone's mode of 

embodiment collective considerations 
force themselves upon us. The difficul
ties with J.J.Thomson's argument go 
to the heart of the matter. Her claim 
to a bodily right (perhaps even an 
obligation) to rid her body of unin
vited intruders regardless of their sub
sequent fate, only makes sense if she 
alienates all bodily rights to herself. 
But that is just the move post-femin
ists deplore. It emphasizes and 
reproduces the very moral order in 
which individuals' power over others 
is constituted. It reduces all moral 
issues to parochial disputes between 
moities of a society built on a com
mon self-regarding individualism. 
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