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Chapter 1

Introduction
Carlos Fraenkel, Dario Perinetti, and Justin E.H. Smith

According to Francis Bacon, “the Rationalists are like spiders who weave webs out
of their own bodies.” The “Empiricists,” by contrast, “are like ants who only collect
things and make use of them.”1 This amusing characterization notwithstanding, it
is no longer a secret that the distinction between Rationalists and Empiricists in the
early modern period, both of which movements came long after Bacon’s death, is in
many ways an anachronistic projection back onto two loose fraternities of thinkers
who certainly did not define themselves in these terms, and generally did not perceive themselves as having common cause with the other philosophers with whom
they would be posthumously grouped. The habit of carving up early modern philosophers in this way appears to have emerged only in Kant’s time and reflects most
notably the nineteenth century fondness for periodizations and for the retroactive
placing of historical figures within schools.2
Today the distinction between Rationalism and Empiricism is often acknowledged as pedagogically useful, but as failing to capture the complexities of the
philosophical concerns and orientations of the thinkers it is meant to characterize.
Yet no one is quite ready to dispense with it, and scholarly works continue to be
published, including this one, that feature the label in their titles.3
The attempt to come up with a set of core doctrines, shared by all philosophers traditionally grouped together as the seventeenth-century Rationalists, is a
C. Fraenkel (B)
Department of Philosophy, McGill University, Leacock Building, 855 Sherbrooke Street,
West Montréal, Québec H3A 2T7, Canada
e-mail: carlos.fraenkel@mcgill.ca
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Bacon, Novum Organum, Aphorism 1.95.
Perler, following John Cottingham, identifies the division between Empiricists and
Rationalists as dominating philosophical discussions throughout the eighteenth century. This is
certainly true with respect to the content of many discussions, but does not mean that the participants in these debates organized themselves under these descriptions (Perler 1998, 252f). For a
critique of this way of construing the history of eighteenth century philosophy and an account of its
origins in post-Kantian historiography of philosophy, see Haakonssen (2006), and also Schneewind
(2004).
3 See in particular Cottingham (1998), Gennaro and Huenemann (2002), Phemister (2006), and
Huenemann (2008).
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considerable challenge. Not even the belief that every thing or event in the world
has a reason for its being, that the world is, in short, a rational place, can be confidently attributed to all of them. There is, for instance, substantial evidence that
for Descartes all things, including necessary truths in mathematics and logic, are
contingent, i.e., dependent on God’s will and could be otherwise if God had willed
so.4 This led Leon Roth to compare Descartes’s position to the occasionalism of
Asharite Kalâm, a medieval Arabic school of theology, and to contrast it with what
he took to be the genuine rationalism of Maimonides and Spinoza.5
Or take the related belief that all real knowledge is arrived at by intellectual intuition or the use of reason and deduction, rather than inductively by use of the senses.
Descartes for one appears to accept the authority of a third source of knowledge. In
Principia Philosophiae 1.76, for instance, he contends that revelation is, in fact, our
most certain path to knowledge and that in case of a contradiction between reason
and revelation, the former must submit to the latter:
But above all we must imprint in our memory as the highest rule that the things revealed
by God to us [nobis a Deo revelata] must be believed as more certain than everything
[ut omnium certissima esse credendam]. And however strongly the light of reason appears
to suggest to us something else, even if it is most clear and evident, our faith should be put
in the sole divine authority, rather than in our own judgment.6

Despite these caveats, however, there are fairly good textual grounds for attributing the doctrine that the world is a rational place to many of the major thinkers
we classify as “Rationalists”, though it is Leibniz, with his principle of sufficient
reason, whose philosophy is most solidly rationalistic in this sense. As for the epistemological stance traditionally associated with Rationalism, it is certainly true that,
when Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz engage directly with questions concerning
knowledge, or explicitly contrast their own views with those of empirically-minded
thinkers (as, most famously, in Leibniz’s 1704 response to Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understanding), they do emphasize the importance of the faculty of
reason as more fundamental than, and explanatorily prior to, anything derived from
the senses. But one thing such a characterization fails to capture is the intense interest of all of the Rationalists in knowledge obtained from observation and experience,
and particularly from scientific investigation of the natural world. Descartes certainly did not believe that one could deduce by a priori means the particular structure
of the optic nerve. His epistemological commitments were, in fact, perfectly compatible with procuring the eyes and brains of slaughtered animals from the local
butcher in order to investigate this structure.
But even if the “Rationalist” label points to something like a family resemblance between a number of seventeenth-century philosophers, we may still ask
whether in grouping them under this banner we are in fact homing in on the most
4 See,

e.g., Resp. VI; Letters to Mersenne, 15 April 1630; 6 May 1630; 27 May 1630.
Roth (1924).
6 AT VIII.1, 39. The view expressed in this passage is close to what Spinoza describes as
“skepticism” in his Theological-Political Treatise, Chapter 15.
5 See
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salient, or interesting, aspect of their vast contributions to philosophy and science.
The Rationalists are often taken as being primarily concerned with metaphysical
and epistemological questions, while short shrift is given to their interest in politics, religion, experimental science, and other fields (perhaps with the exception of
scholarly attention to Spinoza’s and Hobbes’s political philosophies). It is worth
asking whether characterizing the Rationalists as Rationalists does not have the
effect, desired or not, of obscuring from view the entire scope of their thought.
The Rationalists were rationalists, but so were many philosophers before them, and
the Rationalists, like their predecessors, were many other things besides. In recent
scholarship, this standard account of Rationalism has been revised for individual
thinkers associated with the school, but the movement as a whole has yet to be
treated in keeping with the recent turn in history-of-philosophy scholarship towards
greater sensitivity for historical contexts and towards considering the full range
of intellectual concerns of past thinkers in order to understand their philosophical
projects.7
If we agree with scholars such as Jonathan Bennett, that what is of most value
in the works of philosophers such as Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz are the arguments that we may extract from these works and, regardless of our time or place,
put to use for the purpose of resolving our own philosophical problems, then the
“Rationalist” label appears warranted, since the parts of these works most amenable
to extraction and reconstruction concern questions of knowledge, its acquisition,
and its justification.8 But in the last few decades the English speaking world has
witnessed an intense reexamination of the relationship of philosophy to its history,
and of the proper methods of investigating that history, and nowhere has this rethinking been more fruitful than in the scholarly study of early modern philosophy. While
until fairly recently seventeenth-century philosophers were held to be of interest to
contemporary philosophy principally to the extent that their arguments could be
used for solving current philosophical problems, today many philosophers studying Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz and others have set themselves a different task: to
arrive at a clearer picture of the full range of problems that interested these thinkers
themselves. Certainly, rational reconstruction remains an important part of historyof-philosophy scholarship—and, we note, on the continent, and particularly in the
once history-laden German tradition, it seems to be gaining ground precisely as it is
retreating elsewhere—but the exclusive correctness of this methodological approach
is no longer taken for granted within the discipline.9
The growing trend in Anglophone historiography of philosophy is to acknowledge the necessity of gaining a wider-scoped view of the work of philosophers in
history, not just because such a view is truer to who these philosophers were as

7 See,

e.g., Garber (1992), which shows the central importance of scientific questions for
Descartes’s philosophy.
8 See, e.g., Bennett (2001).
9 For a good group of texts addressing the current methodological discussion see Zarka (2001). See
also Sorell and Rogers (2005).
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historically and socially embedded actors, but also, and much more importantly,
because such a view is necessary for adequately understanding the core philosophical doctrines that earlier historians of philosophy were generally content to read
simply as timeless exemplars of good argumentation. To cite one telling example,
it is well known that over the course of the 1690s, Leibniz’s mature metaphysics of
substance began to take shape, and that in this metaphysics the key notions of force,
both active and passive, played a central role. The notion of force can be traced back
to his science of “mechanics”, which starting in the 1680s Leibniz began to see as
something like a bridging science between physics and metaphysics. Now, it turns
out that Leibniz’s notion of force took shape in a period in which he was thinking
intensely not just about mechanics as an abstract theory of the motions of bodies,
but in particular about the mechanics of mining: he spent the better part of the early
1680s in the silver mines of the Harz mountains, trying to figure out a way to harness
the power of the wind in order to make water flow upwards, which in turn would
generate all the power necessary for a major mining operation. Recent studies have
argued, in steps too elaborate to describe here, that it was in the context of Leibniz’s
engagement with the mechanics of mining that he came to have the insights into
mechanics in general that in turn brought him to his mature metaphysics of substance.10 Now, it is not just because when Leibniz first devised his mechanics he
probably thought of himself more as a mining engineer than as a metaphysician
that we today should take this bit of context seriously, but also because we might
discover that certain of the features of Leibniz’s deepest theoretical account of the
origins of motion in bodies arose out of the particular exigencies of the engineering
project he had taken on.
Of course, a thorough contextualism would pay attention not just to the context
of discovery, but also to the creation of traditions, institutional practices and to the
particular way in which a philosopher’s ideas and texts are often appropriated for
purposes which that philosopher himself could not have predicted. There are as
many examples of such appropriations as there are philosophers with any following,
and they include, for example, Cartesian physiology in the late seventeenth century,
libertine Spinozism (or the suspicion of it) in the Enlightenment, and the academic
strain of Leibnizianism heralded by Christian Wolff and denounced some decades
later by Kant as “dogmatism”. Another example of the posthumous reception history
of these three philosophers is indeed the creation of a school of “Rationalists”, as
well as the various projects in contemporary philosophy conceived by their authors
as neo-Rationalist or as inspired by core principles of Rationalist philosophy.11
In addition to the myriad interests of the Rationalists and to the ways in which
their thought was taken up by subsequent schools, a thorough contextualism would
also attempt to shed light on the premodern roots of their thought. For the most
part, the standard historiography of philosophy has taken Descartes’s philosophy
as the starting point of the movement, neglecting to explore its manifold relations

10 See
11 See,

in particular Elster (1975) and Cohen and Wakefield (2008).
e.g., Bonjour (1998).
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to earlier intellectual currents.12 Yet all of the Rationalists had significant connections to their ancient, medieval, and Renaissance predecessors.13 One reason why
these connections have been largely overlooked is that scholars often have taken
Descartes’s claims to have effected a radical break with the past and to have started
his philosophy from scratch, at face value, rather than as the literary conceit, necessary for the narrative flow of the Meditations, that they are. Descartes was educated
by Jesuits, and knew well the body of texts that his educators took to be canonical.
Perhaps the most provocative revisionist thesis in this context has been proposed
by Menn (1998a), who argued that the key to understanding Descartes’s project
in the Meditations lies in his appropriation of Augustine’s method for establishing knowledge of God and the soul independently of any theory of the physical
world. Descartes’s lack of interest in citing his sources reveals something of the
spirit of the times, and may in some ways be relevant to understanding both the
method and the content of his philosophical project. But he is, of course, engaged
in a dialogue with a wide range of earlier and contemporary thinkers, and the
more we learn about this dialogue, the more the school of Rationalism appears to
move towards the pole of tradition in the dichotomy between tradition and innovation. At least as complicated as Descartes’s relationship to his Jesuit background
is Spinoza’s relationship to his Jewish background. Although Spinoza presents his
main philosophical work, the Ethics, as if it were a creation out of nothing but logical inferences from definitions and first axioms, it clearly is the result of a complex
critical exchange with past and contemporary intellectual traditions. Warren Zev
Harvey, for instance, proposed that it is possible to read Spinoza as a Maimonidean,
arguing that
fundamental elements of Maimonides’ philosophy recur as fundamental elements of
[Spinoza’s] philosophy. This is true [. . .] with regard to questions of psychology, epistemology, ethics, anthropology, politics, metaphysics, and true religion; that is with regard to
Spinoza’s philosophy as a whole, including his speculations about God and the true worship
of him. (Harvey 1981, 151–72)

Although we must not make the mistake of holding seventeenth century thinkers
up to our current standards of academic integrity as concerns the citing of sources,
we certainly need not take them at their word. Quite the contrary, the claim of a
philosopher like Descartes to be saying something never before said should be taken
as an invitation to dig deeper and discover the rich network of links to his predecessors and contemporaries that, at least in his published works, he often seems to
prefer to keep hidden.
Moreover, the extent to which the work of the “Rationalists” overlapped with
other contemporary currents of thought, such as Cambridge Platonism, experimental philosophy à la Bayle and Oldenburg, the alchemical and Paracelsian traditions
represented in the seventeenth century by figures such as Jan-Baptist van Helmont,
12 For

some significant exceptions to this, see Ariew (1998) and Des Chene (2000).
for example Stephen Menn’s very useful account of the ancient, medieval, and Renaissance
traditions that shaped the intellectual setting of seventeenth century philosophy (1998b).

13 See
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and traditions of religious thought such as that of the Jesuits, tended to be neglected.
The exact studies of the Rationalists’ “minor” contemporaries, in what we would
think of as nonfoundational domains of science, including chemistry, medicine, and
acoustics, all help to bring into clearer focus the philosophical projects of the era’s
major thinkers.
Contextualism, therefore, suggests that the Rationalists were a significantly less
homogeneous and distinctive group than traditionally assumed. Even the spirit of
the novatores is not a feature consistently shared by all of them. Quite often, in fact,
they do not seem interested in presenting themselves as radically new. Spinoza, for
instance, in Letter 76, famously denies laying claim to originality: “I do not claim
to have found the best philosophy, but I know that I understand the true one.” He
even contends that his concept of God as causa immanens agrees with a wide range
of ancient sources:
All things, I say, are in God and move in God, and this I affirm with Paul and perhaps with
all ancient philosophers, though expressed in a different way, and I would even venture to
say, with all the ancient Hebrews, as far as may be conjectured from certain traditions, even
if these have suffered manifold corruption. (Letter 73 [Gebhardt 4.307])

Leibniz, too, is often concerned with presenting his philosophy as the true
interpretation of ancient sources.
While we can say, with some qualifications, that Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz
were Rationalists in the sense of trying to found knowledge on a few bedrock truths
inhering in the rational soul prior to experience, they were a number of other things
as well: scriptural exegete, empirical scientist, diplomat, and anatomist are just some
of the roles we see these philosophers taking on. Much history-of-philosophy scholarship has tended to cast these sundry activities as side projects, and as inessential
to understanding the philosophers themselves. In our volume we seek to draw a balanced picture by bringing the Rationalists’ full range of interests, their historical
antecedents, and their posthumous legacies into sharper focus, without neglecting the core commitments to the epistemological doctrine that earned them their
traditional label.
The present volume has grown out of the meetings of the Montreal Interuniversity
Workshop in the History of Philosophy, which has been operating since 2004,
and has by now hosted a large number of papers on philosophers and philosophical currents from the pre-Socratics to the eighteenth century. The intellectual
life of Montreal—a city perched, culturally if not geographically, between Europe
and America—benefits from the coexistence of various scholarly traditions, and
nowhere is this more visible than in the liberal approach that reigns in history-ofphilosophy scholarship. The Montreal Workshop has strived to preserve as much as
possible the open-mindedness informing this liberal approach. Our assumption is
that a range of methodological perspectives enriches our understanding by bringing
different, but not incompatible, aspects of past philosophical traditions into focus.
The heterogeneity of the papers in this volume reflects our non-dogmatic stance in
terms of method.
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While we thus consider heterogeneity a virtue, nonetheless two overarching concerns inform, to greater and lesser extents, the contributions to the present volume.
First, many of the authors are interested in critically examining the usefulness of
“Rationalism” as the banner under which to group the philosophers treated. Second,
the contributors intend to bring out philosophical and historical links to a wide
range of intellectual contexts and concerns that significantly shaped the Rationalists’
projects, but have received little attention in the way they were traditionally understood. Although, as noted, we have not imposed a uniform methodology on the
approaches of the contributors to the present volume, in general the Workshop, on
which the volume is based, leans strongly towards contextualism, the revision of
received periodizations, and scholarship that combines philosophical argument with
historical precision.
In the first section, Continuities between the Premodern and the Modern, the
emphasis is on the extent to which Rationalist philosophy is a development out
of, rather than a radical departure from, earlier traditions. In the first paper, Lisa
Shapiro argues for the importance of ancient eudaimonistic ethics for understanding Descartes’s ethical project. She examines in particular whether Descartes can
be called a “structural eudaimonist,” i.e., one who ties the human good to human
nature. Although Descartes subscribes to a virtue ethics, his dualism, according to
Shapiro, precludes his being a structural eudaimonist. While he offers an account
of the good of the human mind as the pursuit of knowledge, and an account of the
good of the human body, derived from the Stoic notion of oikeiosis, it is not clear
how these two strands come together to form an account of the human good proper
to the union of mind and body. Next, Carlos Fraenkel provides a significant example of the remarkable extent to which Spinoza—who is often presented as having
laid the foundations of modernity—shared the philosophical and religious concerns
of a number of his medieval predecessors in the Jewish and Islamic rationalist tradition. Fraenkel is particularly interested in the impact of the Muslim philosopher
Averrores, mediated through the Jewish Renaissance Averroist, Elijah Delmedigo,
on Spinoza’s philosophical-religious project. Finally, Alison Laywine’s paper examines the early modern discussion of music theory—one of the traditional branches of
“mixed mathematics”—and shows how this discussion is related to the emergence
of a new branch of mixed mathematics: Galilei’s mechanics. She argues that the
research program underlying both disciplines makes use of mathematical reasoning
and sense data as complementary criteria of truth and can ultimately be traced back
to the music theory of the Alexandrian astronomer Claudius Ptolemy in the second
century CE.
In the second section, Creating Traditions, Roger Ariew looks at the effort on
the part of Descartes’s disciples to create, from what little material Descartes left to
them, a system of Cartesian ethics. Ariew contrasts the ethics of the 1685 Cartesian
manual Ethica with the treatment given to it by three main Cartesian textbook
writers: Pierre Sylvain Régis, Jacques Du Roure, and Antoine Le Grand. In these
authors, we see how Descartes is made to lend authority in an area of thought in
which we do not normally think of him today as having had much interest or influence. Next, François Duchesneau’s paper gives us a picture of the emergence of a
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tradition of Leibnizianism in the generation of French natural scientists of the early
eighteenth century, including Bourguet, who came to see the German philosopher
as an important theorist of the phenomena of the living world.
The papers in the third section, Rethinking Spinoza, all call into question some
aspect of the commonly received interpretation of this philosopher. Hasana Sharp
rejects the view, held by many Spinoza scholars, that Spinoza’s account of the highest kind of knowledge, the scientia intuitiva, is “incomprehensible”. She also resists
the widespread “elitist” interpretation of this kind of knowledge. Sharp argues that,
on the one hand, scientia intuitiva is to some extent accessible to everyone. On
the other—and this is a point usually not taken into account by scholars—its difficulty stems from the fragility of knowledge for all human beings qua finite beings,
not just from the intellectual limitations of the vulgus. Syliane Malinowski-Charles
undertakes to clarify the ontological status of inadequate ideas and passive affects in
Spinoza by questioning the identity of the subjects of which Spinoza speaks when
referring to the subjective and objective ideas of a mode. Against the widespread
view which holds that for Spinoza, inadequate ideas and passive affects are “nothing,” she argues that they must have a share in Deus sive Natura and proposes a
new solution to the apparent discrepancy between these two selves. Finally, Yitzhak
Melamed rejects the common perception of Spinoza as one of the founders of the
Enlightenment and its humanistic world-view, arguing that Spinoza’s position is
best described as “anti-humanist”. For Spinoza, Melamed shows, human beings
are an insignificant part of the universe, their anthropomorphic conceptions of God
and nature are baseless, and nothing sets them radically apart from other beings in
nature. Even their moral coordinates do not refer to real features of things.
The three papers in the final section, Legacies of Rationalism, each attempt to
pinpoint one of the core problems that served as a driving force behind the philosophical systems of Rationalist thinkers, or to show where we need to look in
order to discern the core feature defining Rationalist thought. Steven Nadler’s paper
makes the case that, for a number of seventeenth-century philosophers, the problem
of theodicy was the most pressing issue that exercised their minds and led them
to develop their philosophical systems. Brandon Look’s paper on the principle of
sufficient reason in Leibniz’s philosophy and beyond reminds us of the enduring
importance of one of the central tenets of Leibniz’s metaphysics. Ohad Nachtomy’s
paper considers another fundamental metaphysical problem in Leibniz: the related
concepts of infinity and being. Nachtomy argues that, for Leibniz, both a nonactive
law or program of action as well as a source of action or primitive force are required
in order for there to be an actual being.
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Chapter 2

Descartes on Human Nature and the Human
Good
Lisa Shapiro

It might well seem that Descartes has little to say about the human good. After all,
he did not author a work devoted to ethics, and his scattered remarks in his published
works—the Discourse on Method, the Passions of the Soul, and the preface to the
French translation of the Principles of Philosophy—are not particularly systematic;
and in the Passions, where we might expect a developed moral theory, Descartes
expressly disavows the approach of the moralist to adopt that of a physicien, that is,
of a natural philosopher.1 Nonetheless, I do think that we can reconstruct Descartes’s
ethics from these scattered remarks and the more sustained treatment of moral philosophy in his correspondence with Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia and the letters to
Queen Christina of Sweden.2 Elsewhere I have argued that Descartes subscribes to a
virtue ethics, and one heavily influenced by Stoicism.3 I do not want to rehearse that
discussion here. However, I do want to consider a question that emerges from that
interpretation. While different varieties of virtue ethics conceive of the human good
differently, all seem to share a basic structural feature: they tie the human good to
human nature. I call this feature structural eudaimonism. I want to consider whether
Descartes, in his virtue ethics, is also a structural eudaimonist. I begin by setting
out just what I mean by “structural eudaimonism”, how it is to be understood as
distinct from eudaimonism, and why it is worth considering whether Descartes subscribes to it. I then explore the view suggested by the Meditations, that the human
good consists in the good of the human mind, the pursuit of knowledge. This view is
complicated, however, by the fact that, for Descartes, a human being is not simply a
L. Shapiro (B)
Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC, Canada
e-mail: lshapiro@sfu.ca
1 In his contribution to this volume, Roger Ariew provides historical contextual evidence in support

of this view.
2 See letters to Elisabeth of 4 August 1645 (4:236ff; 3:256ff), 18 August 1645 (4:271ff; 3:259ff),
1 September 1645 (4:281ff; 3:262ff), 15 September 1645 (4:290ff; 3:265ff), 6 October 1645
(4:304ff; 3:268ff). 3 November 1645 (4:330ff; 3:276ff), January 1646 (4:351ff; 3:281ff), and to
Christina of 20 November 1647 (5:81ff; 3:324). For Elisabeth’s side of the exchange see my (2007).
Translations from this edition will be cited internally as “CED,” followed by the page number.
3 See my (2008).
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mind, but a union of mind and body. To this end, it would seem that the human body
ought to contribute something to our proper function or good. In Section 2.3, I consider what sense we can make of any role the body might play in the human good,
and in Section 2.4 I suggest that Descartes is best read as appropriating the Stoic
notion of oikeiosis. However, it is not clear how a purely mental good can be reconciled with this sort of account. I conclude that despite his virtue ethics, Descartes
is best not read as subscribing to any kind of eudaimonism, not even a very weak
structural eudaimonism.

2.1 Eudaimonism and Structural Eudaimonism
In Nichomachean Ethics 1.7 Aristotle claims that eudaimonia is the highest good,
and that which is “always desirable in itself and never because of something else”
(NE 1097a35–b1). While virtue is necessary for eudaimonia, it is not identical with
eudaimonia itself. The Greek “eudaimonia” is often translated as “happiness”, and
though there has been much discussion about just how to understand the sense of
“happiness” here, we do not need to resolve this issue. However, if we focus simply on the core of the position—that happiness is the highest good—it is hard to
claim that Descartes is a eudaimonist. In correspondence with Elisabeth he writes,
unequivocally: “true happiness is not the sovereign good; but it presupposes it, and
it is the contentment or satisfaction of the mind which comes from possessing it”
(18 August 1645; 4:275; CED 103). This view is reaffirmed in his brief exchange
with Queen Christina, and there is no suggestion that he modifies it in the Passions.
While Descartes agrees with the Aristotelian position that virtue is necessary for
happiness and not identical with it, for him, virtue, not contentment or happiness, is
the highest good. As Descartes defines it, virtue is “a firm and constant resolution
to carry out to the letter all the things one judges to be the best, and to employ all
the powers of one’s mind in finding out what these are” (To Christina, 20 November
1647; 5:83; 3:325).4 That Descartes puts his position the way he does makes it seem
that he is simply rejecting eudaimonism altogether. Indeed, he writes to Elisabeth
that Aristotle’s account of the highest good is “not useful to us” (18 August 1645;
4:276; CED 104). The account is “not useful” simply because it concerns “the most
accomplished of all men.” Descartes’s rejection of eudaimonism, then, seems tied
to its focus (or at least Descartes’s view of its focus) on the extraordinary human
being, the one who has realized “all the perfections of which human nature is capable” (18 August 1645; 4:276; CED 104). How then ought we to make sense of
Descartes as a virtue ethicist?
We can address this question by considering another central element of
the Aristotelian eudaimonism, contained in what is often called the Function
Argument.5 According to this argument, each thing has a natural end or function,
4 See
5 The

also letter to Elisabeth 4, August 1645; 4:265; CED 97ff and PA a.153.
Function Argument is to be found at NE 1097b22-1098a20.
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and the excellence—or highest good—of a thing is measured by how well it fulfills
its function. The function of a knife is to cut, and so a knife is a good knife insofar
as it cuts well. Similarly, human beings are good insofar as we fulfill the function
of a human being; and we are excellent, that is we achieve our highest good, just
insofar as we fully fulfill that function. For Aristotle, what is distinctively human
is reason and so “the human function is the soul’s activity that expresses reason”
(NE 1098a6). Achieving the human good involves expressing reason well. In this
paper, I am not concerned with the substance of the eudaimonist account, but rather
with this particular structural feature of it. For Aristotle, the highest human good is
tied to human nature. I refer to this feature as structural eudaimonism.
I will consider whether Descartes’s ethics shares this structural eudaimonism,
whether, for him, the human good is tied to human nature, and our fulfillment of
that nature. While it might seem that a consideration of this point would consider
whether Cartesian virtue derives from his account of human nature, this will not
be my direct line of approach. Rather, my focus is on whether and how a notion
of the human good can derive from the Cartesian account of human nature as a
union of mind and body. In my concluding remarks, I will have something to say
about Descartes’s rejection of the perfectionism he takes as intrinsic to Aristotelian
eudaimonism.
Let me make two preliminary points. First, it ought not be taken for granted
that an early modern philosopher would be a eudaimonist in even this structural
sense. We need only look at Descartes’s contemporary and the author of the Third
Objections, Thomas Hobbes, to see that this is so. Hobbesian human beings hold
a natural right to self-preservation, but there is no human good tied to this natural
right. As a consequence, its exercise leads naturally to a world where life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.”6 Morality, which Hobbes casts as “right and
wrong, justice and injustice” has “no place” in the state of nature. It is not tied to
human nature or a distinctive human good, but rather emerges with the establishment of a social order.7 If Descartes, who rejects some basic tenets of Aristotelian
metaphysics, were to retain this structural feature of Aristotelian ethics it would be
interesting just as a point of fact.
It would also be interesting in its substance. Within the Aristotelian framework,
the structural eudaimonism on which I am focused is cast in functional terms. That
is, it is grounded on there being an end, a final cause, proper to the human being,
and this end is grounded in the form of the human being. But Descartes, in a direct
rejection of Aristotelianism, denies that there are formal causes and final causes.
To say that the human being has a proper function would seem to make no sense
for Descartes. In considering whether Descartes subscribes to a form of structural
eudaimonism, I do not want to go so far as to claim that there is a formal cause of the

6 Thomas

Hobbes, Leviathan, I.13.9
Hobbes, Leviathan: “Justice and injustice are none of the faculties, neither of the body nor
mind. If they were, they might be in a man that were alone in the world, as well as his senses and
passions. They are qualities that relate to men in society, not in solitude” (I.13.13).
7 See
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Cartesian human being. I do, however, want to explore to just what extent a notion of
an end or proper function can be found in Descartes’s philosophical commitments.

2.2 The Meditations: The Nature of the Human Mind
and the Human Good
From a consideration of the position Descartes articulates in the Meditations, it can
certainly seem as if Descartes does subscribe to structural eudaimonism, and, in fact,
not unlike Aristotle, takes the human good to consist in the good of the human mind.
Aristotle, as we have seen, identifies the highest human good with the happiness
that comes from excellence of rational activity, and expressly brackets the virtues of
those capacities we share with plants and animals (nutrition and growth, and with
animals alone, self-motion) as having “no part” in distinctively human virtue, and
so no part in eudaimonia. This position seems consistent with Descartes’s account
of human nature in many respects. For Descartes, just as for Aristotle, the capacity
for reason distinguishes humans from other animals. We have minds. Moreover, it is
natural to slide from the meditator’s claim in the context of radical doubt that “I am
a thing that thinks,” a thing whose essence is thinking, to one about human nature:
human beings are just things that think, things whose essence is thinking. If this
move is warranted, then a Cartesian structural eudaimonism is easily articulated.
Recall that the core of what I am calling structural eudaimonism is a function
argument. And a function argument hinges on the thing at issue having a proper
function, or a proper end that defines it as the thing it is. In the Aristotelian system,
the function of a thing is given by its form, and though within the Cartesian framework it does not make sense to claim that the mind is a form in the Aristotelian
sense, it still seems that Descartes takes the mind to contain its own end. The argument of the Meditations is meant to demonstrate that a thinking thing in itself not
only strives for knowledge but also contains in itself the standard of truth and falsity. Defending this claim fully is well beyond the scope of this paper, but let me
very briefly defend its plausibility. It should be clear that the Meditations itself is
premised on the desire for knowledge. Not only does the meditator motivate his initial skeptical arguments from his desire to “establish anything at all in the sciences
that was stable and likely to last,” but this same desire propels him forward from
the desperation of that skepticism, to continue to search “for something certain, or
if nothing else, until I at least recognize for certain that there is no certainty” (7:24;
2:16). The drive for knowledge is intrinsic to the meditator and not foisted upon him
from outside. His reflection on this drive for knowledge reveals it to entail the recognition that “I am a thinking thing.” Equally, further reflection on what it is to be a
thinking thing yields the criterion of certainty and knowledge. I take this to be the
upshot of the Fourth Meditation. That meditation yields a method for avoiding error
in our judgments of truth and falsity. That method, however, is premised on features
of our nature as thinking things: that we have an idea of God and from that fact are
able to assure ourselves that God is not a deceiver; and that we are able to perceive
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clearly and distinctly and are determined to affirm what we so perceive. Together
these features of our nature entail that what we clearly and distinctly perceive is
true. So long as we properly attend to our nature, and to our thoughts, we can avoid
error by affirming only those ideas we perceive clearly and distinctly. A close reading of the end of the Fourth Meditation shows that it is very much a point about our
nature as thinking things. That nature yields in itself a measure of truth and falsity.
The mind then contains its own end—knowledge—that drives its activity. It thus
makes sense to say that the mind has a function, the fulfillment of which defines the
excellence of the mind.
If human nature is identified with the nature of mind, as the stylistic features of
the Meditations can suggest, then it would seem that we are entitled to attribute a
structural eudaimonism to Descartes. We only would need to spell out in more detail
how what Descartes writes about the nature of mind in the Meditations translates
into his account of virtue as the highest human good. This project does not seem to
be particularly daunting, as there are resonances between Descartes’s definition of
virtue, as resolving to do what we judge to be the best, and the centrality of using
our will well to the method for avoiding error.8
Even though this sort of reading is tempting, I do not think it can be Descartes’s
considered view. Given Descartes’s dualist commitments, if our good derived from
the good of the mind, then Descartes would need to treat the body’s condition as
merely an accidental good: though it might well contribute to our ability to be virtuous, it would not be necessary for it. However, it does not seem that Descartes takes
bodily health in this way. When pressed by Elisabeth in correspondence,9 Descartes
concedes that a certain level of bodily health is essential to the well-functioning of
our rational faculties. He writes:
when I spoke of a true happiness which depends entirely on our free will and which all
men can acquire without any assistance from elsewhere, you note quite rightly that there
are illnesses which, taking away the power of reasoning, also take away that of enjoying the
satisfaction of a rational mind. This shows me that what I have said generally about all men
should only be extended to those who have free use of their reason and with that know the
path necessary to take to reach this true happiness. (1 September 1645; 4:281f; CED 106f)

Descartes here suggests that our “power of reasoning” depends on our bodily
health. Insofar as virtue requires a firm resolution to do what we judge to be the
best, it depends on this power of reasoning. Thus, virtue, for Descartes, our highest good, depends on our bodily health. Moreover, it is notable that the passion of
generosity is the “key to all the virtues” for Descartes. This claim is not surprising given Descartes’s definition of generosity as the knowledge that one has a free
8 For

some discussion of this parallel, see my (1999).
writes: “There are diseases that destroy altogether the power of reasoning and by consequence that of enjoying a satisfaction of reason. There are others that diminish the force of
reason and prevent one from following the maxims that good sense would have forged and that
make the most moderate man allow himself to be carried away by his passions and less capable of disentangling himself from the accidents of fortune requiring a prompt resolution” (4:269;
CED 100).
9 Elisabeth
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will and the resolution to use that will well. The definition reflects his definition of
virtue. What is surprising is that Descartes counts generosity as a passion, and as
such dependent on a bodily state. Again the suggestion is that virtue is tied to the
body in an essential way.
Nonetheless, that the human body should figure in Descartes’s account of
virtue ought not be startling. For despite the rhetorical devices of the Meditations,
Descartes does not think the essence of the human being consists simply in the
human mind. A human being for Descartes is a union of mind and body, after all.
If Descartes does hold a structural eudaimonist view then the nature of the union,
both mind and body, ought to figure in the account of his human good. The question is what role there is for the body to play in any account of the human good for
Descartes.

2.3 A Bodily Contribution to the Human Good?
In the Sixth Meditation Descartes takes pains to distinguish two senses of nature.
One, the proper sense, refers to the way in which bodies in motion are governed
by the laws of nature. The other, an “extraneous label”, imports a purpose extrinsic
to the particular body at issue. The mechanism of a clock cannot but follow the
laws of nature, no matter what time it tells. Claiming that the clock is not working
properly—that it is not a good clock—involves introducing the extrinsic purpose of
keeping time. The point applies generally to all bodies, and since the human body
is simply another body, for Descartes, there should be nothing about the mechanism
of the human body that can ground any good proper to it. No matter what, the body
follows the laws of nature. To identify a function or end proper to it, it would seem
we must appeal to some purpose extrinsic to it. The obvious candidate here would
be some purpose the soul has: a body would thus be functioning well or not relative
to the degree to which its condition serves the soul’s ends. It thus seems that the
human body, in and of itself, can offer nothing to any account of the human good.
Despite the caution of the Sixth Meditation, I do think that Descartes avails himself of a notion of an end intrinsic to the body itself. Through this intrinsic end it
makes sense to talk of bodily well-functioning. I will call this a notion of the bodily
good. To begin to see that Descartes ought to have such a notion of bodily good,
consider how the soul, an entity really distinct from body, could arrive at a set of
purposes for which it might put the body to use independently of a set of facts about
how the body works. It does not seem that it could. Rather, it would seem that facts
about the workings of the body provide constraints on the soul’s aims insofar as it
is embodied. Descartes’s remark to Elisabeth that
what makes it the case that, for example, we do not at all desire to have more arms, or better,
to have more tongues, than we have, but that we do desire to be in better health or to have
more riches, is only that we imagine that these latter things can be acquired by our conduct,
or even that they are due to our nature, and that the same is not true of the others (4 August
1645; 4:266; CED 98)
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seems to suggest as much. His point is that our desires and our purposes are shaped
by certain natural facts about our bodies—the number of arms and tongues that we
have—and we would do well to shape our other desires similarly, as constrained by
facts about nature rather than as up to us. The workings of the body would thus not
be good or bad relative to the soul’s purposes, but rather a precondition of the soul’s
forming the goals it does.
In addition, Descartes does claim repeatedly that bodies function better or worse
insofar as they are able to preserve themselves. This is implicit in his account of the
difference between a living and a dead body:
And let us judge that the body of a living man differs from that of a dead man as much
as a watch or other automaton (that is, other self-moving machine) when it is wound and
contains the bodily principle of the movements for which it is constructed, along with everything required for its action, differs from the same watch or other machine when it is broken
and the principle of its movement ceases to act (PA a.6; 11:330–31)

Descartes here highlights an aspect of mechanism left in the background of
his discussion in the Sixth Meditation. Machines like watches or clocks are selfmoving; their design enables them to preserve themselves in motion. A properly
constructed watch will, when wound, keep ticking. This self-preserving ability is a
necessary condition for the machine’s serving its purpose, and indeed any purpose
at all. A watch that explodes when its hands point to twelve is not much of a time
keeper, and it’s not clear what it would be good for, except maybe a gag gift. What
is true of a watch is true of the human body. The human body too is a self-moving
mechanism. It has a bodily principle of movement, one that is intrinsic to the construction of the body, and this internal bodily principle allows the human body to be
self-preserving. It keeps the workings of the body intact and ticking along, just as
the mechanism of a watch keeps it intact and ticking away. This internal stability is
essential to the soul’s forming of embodied desires.
I want to claim that this internal stability, this tendency to self-preservation, is the
bodily good. Consider an important disanalogy between the clock and the human
body. The clock is an artifact whose internal principle of motion is given to it by the
craftsman who made it and its user. While Descartes does draw an analogy between
God and a craftsman in the Third Meditation, there God is crafting a mind with an
idea of God. The human body is a natural object, and while Descartes does take
God to introduce motion into nature, he does not take it that God animates each
particular body individually with the touch of his finger. God provides the natural
world as a whole with an initial push. Natural bodies come to have their mechanical
composition simply by the movement of the parts of matter in accord with the laws
of nature. The principle of movement driving our bodies is thus not dependent on
any immediate external intervention, nor on any purposes driving their construction;
there are no purposes driving their construction. The bodily principle allowing the
human body to preserve itself is intrinsic; it is simply a function of its composition.
It is worth noting that Descartes applies this idea to animals as well as to human
bodies. He writes, “animals that lack all reason direct their lives entirely by bodily
movements” (PA a.138, 11:431). Those bodily movements are internal principles of
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motion serving to preserve the body, to keep it intact. Since animals do not have
souls for Descartes, we cannot say that their ability to preserve themselves serves a
soul’s purpose.
But why should we count this intrinsic capacity for self-preservation a good?
Descartes claims that a body which preserves itself in this way is “more perfect”
than one that does not. I suspect that perfect here is just a measure of the ability to
remain in existence. A body continues in existence as the same body just insofar as
it can preserve itself. Its organization or mechanical composition allows for this. If
it loses its mechanical composition—or decomposes—it loses its ability to preserve
itself and goes out of existence as that particular piece of organized matter—that
body. In this way, it makes sense to speak of a bodily good. A bodily good for
Descartes is just this intrinsic mechanical ability of a body to preserve itself and so
remain in existence.
Even if we allow Descartes this notion of a bodily good, understood as an ability
of self-preservation, we still find ourselves with a pressing question: How can this
bodily ability figure in Descartes’s account of the human good, and in particular in
his claim that the highest human good is the firm and constant resolution to do what
we judge to be the best?

2.4 Stoic Oikeiosis and Descartes’s Account of the Human Good
To answer this question, I suggest that we look to the Stoic notion of oikeiosis. There
are good historical reasons for taking Descartes to be influenced by Stoic ideals.
First, it is clear that Descartes had some familiarity with Seneca, as he and Princess
Elisabeth of Bohemia corresponded extensively regarding De Vita beata. Seneca’s
letters were certainly available, and he might well have consulted them. In addition,
editions of Stobaeus’s anthology of remarks (which contains the Hierocles passage)
were published in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century. One appears in
1575, and then there are others in 1609 and 1625. Judging from the number of extant
copies in libraries, the work seems to have been in wide circulation. Also, an edition
of other of Stobaeus’ writings by Hugo Grotius was published in 1623. Grotius was
a proponent of Stoicism and appropriated Stoic thought in the development of his
political philosophy. There is thus good reason to think Stoic writings were widely
available and much discussed. There are also textual parallels between Descartes’s
writings and those of the Stoics that make the case for influence quite compelling.
However, after a consideration of the Stoic account we will be in a better position
to see them and to understand the import of the Stoic influence for understanding
Descartes’s account of the human good I thus turn now to the Stoics.
The ground of Stoic ethics is widely recognized to lie in the notion of oikeiosis.
There is much debate among classicists and scholars of ancient philosophy about
just how to understand this notion, but to see how it can facilitate an understanding
Descartes’s notion of the human good, we need only have a general sense of the
concept without settling on finer points of interpretation. And, though I will argue
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that it is very likely that Descartes was familiar with and influenced by this aspect
of Stoic thought, it is less likely that his understanding was particularly refined.
Oikeiosis has been variously translated as “appropriation”, “affinity”, and “familiarization”. All these translations share the connotation of “belonging to”, and
there is broad consensus that oikeiosis is a process through which individuals
makes something their own—it is a process of appropriating something—of literally making it proper to oneself—or equally, of developing an affinity for things.
(The standard Latin translation of the Greek is “conciliatio” which has a similar
connotation.)
For the Stoics this process essentially involves a developmental story. Seneca’s
Letter 121 (to Lucilius) nicely expresses this commitment:
There is a constitution for every stage of life, one for a baby, and another for a boy, another
for a teenager, another for the old man. Everyone is attached [conciliatur] to the constitution
he is in. A baby has no teeth—it is attached to this constitution, which is its own [huic
consitutioni suae conciliatur]. Teeth emerge—it is attached to this constitution. (Seneca
2007, Letter 121.15 )

The idea here is that human life is characterized by different stages, and at
different stages of life, different things are appropriate to a human being.
We can use this passage from Seneca as a starting point for further understanding
the Stoic notion of appropriation. Seneca identifies what is oikeion (or conciliata) as
our bodily constitution, and there seems to be agreement among the Stoics that the
first thing that is oikeion is our own body and its constitution. It is key to note that
claiming that our bodily constitution is oikeion is not simply a matter of claiming
that we have a body with a certain sort of constitution. Being oikeion, or appropriate,
is something more active. To claim that our body is oikeion is to say that we take our
body to belong to us and so to be constitutive of the individual we are. Identifying
ourselves in this way in turn shapes our motivations to act, or what the Stoics term
impulses. This brings out a third point about oikeiosis. Taking something to belong
to us involves our caring about that thing. It is this connotation of caring that warrants translating oikeiosis as “affinity”. This aspect of concern explains how our
impulses are affected by what is oikeion, for the care through which we take something as our own is what moves us to act. The Latin translation of oikeion brings
this point out. Conciliatio not only connotes a bringing together, but also suggests
a uniting of interests and the causing of good will, and so implies a shift in inclinations to act. Tad Brennan sums up this point: “what it means to take something
to be oikeion is that one treats it as an object of concern. In particular, when you
think of something as oikeion, you think of its welfare as giving you reasons to act”
(Brennan 2005, 158). So, insofar as we first take our bodies to belong to us, our
first motivations or impulses are just to preserve our bodily constitution, to preserve
ourselves. The centrality of self-preservation is laid out by Diogenes Laertius, who
attributes it to Chrysippus:
An animal has self-preservation as the object of its first impulse, since nature from the beginning appropriates it. . .The first thing appropriate to every animal, he [Chryssipus] says,
is its own constitution and the consciousness of this. . .in constituting the animal, nature
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appropriated it to itself. This is why the animal rejects what is harmful and accepts what is
appropriate. (Diogenes Laertius 7.85-6 [SVF 3.178], Long and Sedley 1987, 346)

This passage highlights a basic element of the account, and at the same time it
sets up a further move. The impulse to self-preservation is not something unique to
human beings; we share this interest in self-preservation with animals, and indeed
it is part of our nature to be animals. Moreover, animals develop just as do human
beings. As we (and animals) mature, what we take to be our own—what we take
ourselves to be—changes. We saw this position articulated in Seneca.
However, for the Stoics, human beings differ from other animals in having
a rational faculty. As we develop this rational faculty, what is appropriate to us
changes along another dimension as well. It is not that we cease to take our body
as appropriate, but that the scope of what we appropriate or attach ourselves to
enlarges. In the course of our development, we come to see ourselves as parts of successively larger and larger wholes. A passage from Hierocles, found in Stobaeus’s
anthology of remarks of ancient philosophers, summarizes the developmental story:
Each one of us is as it were entirely encompassed by many circles, some smaller, others
larger, the latter enclosing the former on the basis of their different and unequal dispositions
relative to each other. The first and closest circle is the one which a person has drawn as
though around a centre, his own mind. This circle encloses the body and anything taken for
the sake of the body. For it is virtually the smallest circle, and almost touches the centre
itself. Next, the second one further removed from the centre but enclosing the first circle;
this contains parents, siblings, wife, and children. The third one has in it uncles and aunts,
grandparents, nephews, nieces, and cousins. The next circle includes the other relatives, and
this is followed by the circle of local residents, then the circle of fellow tribesmen, next that
of fellow-citizens, and then in same way the circle of people from neighbouring towns, and
the circle of fellow-countrymen. The outermost and largest circle, which encompasses all
the rest, is that of the whole human race. Once these have all been surveyed, it is the task
of a well tempered man, in his proper treatment of each group, to draw the circles together
somehow towards the centre, and to keep zealously transferring those from the enclosing
circles into the enclosed ones. . .. (Hierocles [Stobaeus 4.671, 1–673, 11], Long and Sedley
1987, 349)

According to Hierocles, initially we are concerned with our body, but as rational
agents, we soon come to understand ourselves as also minded. These concerns form
the centre of our sense of ourselves as individuals, and so lead us to act in such a way
as to preserve our bodies. As we continue to develop, we come to situate ourselves
as parts of successively larger wholes. Situating ourselves as parts of these wholes in
turn shapes our motivations and reasons for actions: our sphere of concern enlarges
successively, and we are moved to act for the sake of our family, our town, and the
society of which we are a part. The task of a fully rational agent is to recognize
the proper relation of part to whole. Recognizing her relation to other persons and
things in the world in turn affects her motivations to act. She will see how her own
individual interests are a function of the interests of the larger whole.
It should be clear that, for the Stoics, human nature contains the human good.
The Stoics have a function argument. The function of a human being is just to live
in accord with nature. We do this by striving to preserve ourselves. Human efforts
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of self-preservation are rational. They involve a conscious understanding of ourselves in relation to others. Living in accord with nature involves having a complete
understanding—we fulfill our nature as human beings by properly cognizing how
we fit into the world.
While there is much more to be said about the Stoic account of oikeiosis and right
action, this is enough for us to examine textual parallels between Descartes and the
Stoics. In the next section I will consider the how this Stoic influence can help us in
thinking about Descartes’s conception of the human good.
It should be clear from the earlier discussion of Cartesian bodily good that there
is a parallel between Descartes’s and the Stoics’ concern with self-preservation. It
should be noted too that neither Descartes nor the Stoics explain the tendency to
self-preservation by the action of a formal cause. For both, self-preservation is a
matter of the organization of matter. But there are other textual similarities as well.
Compare this remark Descartes makes to Elisabeth in correspondence to Hierocles’s
remark about the circles of concern:
even though each of us is a person separate from others and, by consequence, whose interests are in some manner distinct from those of the rest of the world, one must, all the same,
think that one does not know how to subsist alone and that one is, in effect, one part of the
universe and, more particularly even, one part of this earth, one part of this state, and this
society, and this family, to which one is joined by his home, by his oath, by his birth. It
is always necessary to prefer the interests of the whole, of which one is a part, to those of
one’s person in particular, though with measure and discretion. (15 September 1645; 4:293,
CED 112.)

The resonances between the two are easy to hear. Like Hierocles, Descartes takes
us to first consider ourselves as individuals. Moreover, for both, our development
consists in our taking ourselves to be parts of successively larger wholes, and our
understanding of ourselves as parts of those wholes shapes our reasons to act.
But with the Stoic background in mind, other passages also stand out as having a
neo-Stoic cast to them. Towards the beginning of the Sixth Meditation, in reviewing
all his previous sensory beliefs, the meditator singles out one in particular: “my
belief that this body, more than any other, belonged to me had some justification”
(7:76; 2:52). The language of “belonging” here resonates with that of oikeiosis.
And the way this notion of belonging is spelled out does as well. Our bodies are
properly our own, for Descartes, in that we experience their pains and pleasures, and
not those of others. This fact, moreover, gives us impulses to avoid or pursue those
pains and pleasures. Descartes’s account of the mind-body union is meant to explain
these facts in more detail. While the explanation offered in the Sixth Meditation
is not particularly telling with respect to potential Stoic influence, a discussion in
the Passions aa.107–111 of our first passions, those we felt when the soul “was
originally joined to our body,” is more so. There Descartes writes:
For it seems to me that our soul’s first passions, when it was originally joined to our body,
must have been due to the blood, or other juice entering the heart, sometimes being a more
suitable nourishment than the usual for maintaining the heat in it which is the principle of
life. That caused the soul to join this nourishment to itself in volition, that is, to love it. . .
(PA a.107, 11:407)
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According to this somewhat bizarre natural history, the soul in effect appropriates
the body. It takes the body as its own—joins it to itself in volition—and in doing so
comes to care about the state of the body. We get a similar story about the soul’s
disaffection with the body’s constitution in its first feeling of hate. Similar stories of
the soul’s attitude towards the body’s constitution explain joy, sadness and desire.
The discussion is remarkably odd, but begins to make some sense from the point of
view of the Stoic account of oikeiosis. Indeed, while Descartes does not advert to
the Stoics here, I cannot imagine that he did not have the Stoic doctrine of oikeiosis
in mind, for precisely what is detailed is the attachment of the soul to our bodily
constitution. The soul, upon being joined with the body, takes it as belonging to
it, and has concern for it, and this concern plays a causal role in the thoughts—
the passions it feels—and its dispositions to act. I do think the sum of the textual
coincidences are enough to lend plausibility to the idea that Descartes’s account of
human nature was informed by that of the Stoics.

2.5 Descartes, Human Nature, and the Human Good
We can now consider how this Stoic aspect of Descartes’s account of human nature
contributes to our consideration of Descartes’s structural eudaimonism, that is, of
the role our bodily nature might play in his account of the human good, and of
whether he is afforded an account of the human good as tied to our nature as a union
of mind and body. In this regard, there is a crucial difference between Descartes’s
philosophical position and that of the Stoics. For the Stoics, the development of
our rational faculties is part of our natural biological development. There are many
questions about how this story is supposed to go, but it is clear that the Stoics are
materialists through and through. For Descartes, the mind is really distinct from
the body, even while the two are joined together. Insofar as Descartes takes mind
as really distinct from body, it does not seem that he can claim that our rational
faculties emerge from the motions of those bodies making up our body. So, even if
we do take Descartes as espousing an oikeiosis-like doctrine about our bodily good,
that does not help us to understand how his conception of the human good is tied
to his conception of human nature. That is, it does not help us to understand how
he might subscribe to a form of structural eudaimonism. While we might be able
to make sense of a part of the human good that is tied to the nature of mind and
another part that is tied to the nature of body, we are not yet afforded an account of
how these two parts fit together. How are we to integrate these two aspects of the
human good?
In part to answer this question, but also to tie things up, let me consider how
Descartes’s claim that virtue is the sovereign good fits into this account. Recall that
virtue, for Descartes, is simply having a firm and constant resolution to do that which
we judge to be the best. As we have seen, it can be tempting to take this account of
virtue as emerging from Descartes’s account of the nature of mind. His definition
of virtue lends primacy to the will, through its firm resolution, and on the faculty
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of judgment. Both are squarely situated in the mental for Descartes. Nonetheless,
I have argued that for Descartes, the human good is also squarely rooted in our
bodily constitution. How does the role of our bodily constitution in the account of
the human good get us Cartesian virtue as the highest human good?
Let me first note a peculiarity of Descartes’s account of virtue. For Descartes,
virtue requires only that we are resolved to do what we judge to be the best. This
seems quite weak as an account of virtue. After all, what we judge to be the best may
not, in fact, be the best course of action. Our practical judgments are often wrong.
The account can be strengthened a bit by remarking that in judging a course of action
to be the best not just any judgment will do. Rather, Descartes might well insist, and
it seems he does, that virtue consists in resolving to act on our best judgments about
what is best. But even this is a weak account of virtue, for even our best judgments
can be wrong. Thus, according to Descartes we can be both virtuous and mistaken
in choosing our course of action.
Here Descartes clearly parts with the Stoic account, as for the Stoics virtue is an
all or nothing affair. In fact, it is usually nothing. Since only the truly extraordinary
sage will manage to arrive at virtue, where all her judgments are correct, most of us
are left in a state of viciousness, trying but failing to get things completely right. For
Descartes, the standard is not so high. We can all be virtuous if we try.
I want to suggest that Descartes’s tempered account of virtue is actually grounded
in his recognition that human beings are not simply minds, but minds united with
bodies. The telling point here is the difference between the method for avoiding
error and virtue. Like virtue, the method for avoiding error involves a resolution
to judge the best we can. In that case, however, we are to judge the best we can
regarding truth or falsity. Here, there is no room for error. We judge poorly when we
get things wrong, when we mistake the false for the true and vice versa. Our best
judgments must be correct in order for us to achieve our epistemic ends. Our moral
judgments, however, need not meet this threshold. Why not? Descartes’s account of
human nature acknowledges that we are not supernatural creatures, but rather very
much a part of nature, through our bodies. We thus find ourselves in the midst of
a very complex world. Though we are constantly striving to understand our proper
place in this world, we find ourselves without what Elisabeth terms “an infinite science.”10 Descartes’s account of virtue recognizes that taking action requires making
timely decisions based on incomplete information, and living with those decisions.
His considered view is that we can achieve this by developing good habits of judgment. A quick glance at titles of his works—the Rules for the Direction of the Mind,
Discourse on the Method of Right Reason—and even the method for avoiding error
of the Fourth Meditation, shows Descartes to be very much concerned with the process of judging, perhaps more so than he is with the outcomes. It is hard to know
just what judging well involves, but for our purposes here, we need only note that
following the proper process is sufficient for virtue. Given that we are embodied,

10 See

letter to Descartes, 13 September 1645; 4:289; CED 110.
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and so are subject to the constraints of time and imperfect knowledge, we can only
judge the best the best we can.
While we can integrate the bodily and the mental aspects of the human good in
this way, it is not clear to me whether we should hold out a hope of integrating them
any further, to demonstrate that Descartes does subscribe to a coherent structural
eudaimonism. As I have shown, there are strands of a structural eudaimonist position
in Descartes’s philosophy. Within the Meditations, we find a notion of a good of the
mind, and in his ethical writings we can find an account similar to Stoic oikeiosis,
suggestive of a bodily good. However, it is not clear that, given Descartes’s dualism,
these two accounts can be brought together. But even if we do manage to find a way
of attributing to him a coherent structural eudaimonism, it does not seem that outside
of the epistemic context Descartes espouses the sort of perfectionism we take to be
essential to eudaimonism. Cartesian virtue does involve using our natural faculty
of judgment well, and even excellently, but for him in the practical context even
our best possible judgments seem likely to fall short simply given the fact that we
are finite beings, with a limited amount of time to make decisions with imperfect
knowledge. And though we do fall short, for Descartes, these errors of practical
judgment do not preclude virtue. Given that Descartes does not think that virtue—
the realization of the highest human good—requires our perfecting our nature, he
does not need to see our good as tied to our nature. That is, insofar as he rejects
the perfectionism characteristic of eudaimonism, he has no need for the structural
eudaimonism from which eudaimonist accounts are derived.
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