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The Correspondence o7

' DESCARTES TO ELISABETH AT 4:263

Egmond, 4 August 1645

Madame,

When [ chose Senecas De vita beata as the book to propose to your
Highness as an agreeable topic of discussion, I did so only on the basis of
the reputation of the author and the dignity of the subject matter, without
thinking of the manner in which he treats it. Having since considered this
manner, | do not find it sufficiently exact to merit following it through. But
in order that your Highness can judge of it more easily, | will here try to ex-
plain in what way it seems to me that this subject ought to have been treated
by a philosopher like him who, not having been enlightened by faith, had
only ratural reason as a guide.

He says very well at the beginning thatJVmere omnes beate uuhmt sed ad
pervidendum quid sit quod beatam vitam efficiat, caligant.>® But it s necessary to know -
what vivere beate means; | would say in French, to live happily [vivre be-
reusement], if there wasn't a difference between good fortune [I'beur] and true
happiness [bealitude].® This good fortune depends only on those things that
are external to us; so those to whom some good comes without their having
done anything to try to attain it are deemed more fortunate [plus heureux]
than sages. On the other hand, true happiness consists, it seems to me, in a %f
perfect contentment of the mind and an internal satisfaction that those who ":"-({
are the most favored by fortune ordinarily do not have and that the sages 'dcy?,‘w L
acquire without fortune's favor, Thus, to live beate, to live happily, is nothing o
hmmmd,thaus perfectly cantent and satisfied.

Considering, after this, what guod beatam vitam ¢fficiat means, that is to say,
what those things are which can give us this sovereign contentment, [ note
that they are ol two sorts: those which depend on us, such as virtue and wis-
dom, and those which do not depend on us at all, such as honors, riches, andu
ht:_allh. For itis certain that a wellborn man who is never ill, who lacks noth-

o
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58. "All men want to live happily, but as to seeing clearly what brings about a happy life, the)]
are in a fog. " This sentence is the first of Seneca’s dialogue.

59. Since Descartes is here attempting to interpret the Latin, | shall leave beate untranslated.

60. L'heur here adverts to good fortune, and so beureux is best rendered in this letter as “fortunate”
in keeping with this. La béatitude is the sovereign felicity Descartes adverts to in his previous
letter, or “sovereign contentment” below. I translate it here as "true happiness. ” In keeping with
this | will translate its adverbial form en béatitude as "happily. * In later letters, however, Descartes!
uses heureux to mean "happy” in concert with achieving the sovereign good. Other uses of the
term are ambiguous, and many certainly include both being happy and fortunate.
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98 The Correspondence

ing, and who with all this is as wise and virtuous as another who is poor, un-
healthy, and deformed can enjoy a greater contentment than the latter can.
TAll the same, as a small vessel can be just as full as a larger one even though
it contains less [luid, so too, taking the contentment of each lor the [ullness
Ig and fulfillment of desires regulated according to reason, | do not doubt that
265 | those poorer and more disfavored by fortune or nature can be fully content
and satisfied | just as wcl[ as others, even though they do not enjoy as many
goods ' It is nn]y this sort of contentment that is here in question, For since

& | th mhcr sort is 1191 at all i inoyr powe qeckn_,g it would beg_:pc.rﬂuous

S0 it seems to me that each person can make himself content by him-
self and without waiting on something from elsewhere just so long as he

‘ observes three things, which are related to the three rules of conduct that |
.\ set out in the Discourse on the Method.©?
The\ﬁrst\ls that he always try to make use of his mind as well as he can,

in order to know what must be d done or nom the events of lile.
The(\yd is that he have a firm and constant resolution to execute all
that reason advises him to do, without having the passions dr appetites turn

him away from it. [t is the firmness of this resolution that I believe ought to be
taken to be virtue, even though [ know of no one who has ever explained it in
this way. Instead it has been divided into many types, to which diverse names
have hc_t,ng\ven in accordance with the diverse objects to which it extends.

The-third)is that, while he so conducts himself as much as he can in
accordance with reason, he keepin_mind that all the goods he _does not

266  possess are, each and every one of thuﬁ‘*gugg._h  outside of his power. By

this means, he will accustom himself not to desire themt all. For there is
nothmg but dcsne and’ regret or |epcutanr§3thal can p::%nt us from being
conlenl But if we always do all that our reason tells us, we will never have
any grounds to repent, even though events afterward make us see that we
were mistaken. For our being mistaken is not our fault at all. What makes it
the case that, for example, we do not 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, We can strip ourselves of this opinion in

61. Interestingly, Moderata Fonte, in her Worth of Women, 85, uses a similar metaphor to argue
that women are just as capable as men of achieving virtue.
62. Sce the "provisional moral code consisting of just three or four maxims” Descartes outlines

in part 3 of the Discourse (AT 6:22ff., CSM 1:122ff.).

The Correspondence 90

considering that, since we have always followed the advice of our reason,
we have omitted nothing that was in our power, and that maladies and bad
fortune are no less natural to man than prosperity and health.

For the rest, all sorts of desires are not II‘I(..UH1|):ILI|JIL with true happiness;
——
only those that are accompanied by impatience and sadness are. It is also not
necessary that our reason never be mistaken, It suffices that our conscience
ey T onrco el
testifies that we have never lacked resolution and virtue to execute all the

things that we have judged to be the best. Thus, v1rtue ralone is sufﬁct‘ént to 267

—_—

render us content in th[s life. Nevertheless when virtue is not made clear

by the lntelle(;t ineanibelialse. Miawists say, our will and resolution to do
well can carry us toward bad things, even though we think them good. The
contentment that comes from such virtue is not solid, and, since we ordinar-
ily oppose this virtue to pleasures, appetites, and passions, it is very difficult
to put into practice. On the other hand, the right use of reason, giving us

a true knowledge of the good, prevents virtue from being false. In  making

virtue accord with licit pleasures, reason makes.practicing.virtue.quite_easy;
and in giving us knowlcdge of the condition of our nature, it restrains_our
desires in such a way that one must admit that the greatest felicity of man
depends on this right usage of reason and, by consequence, that the study
that serves in acquiring it is the most useful occupation that one can have, asj
it is also without doubt the most agreeable and the most sweet.

From all this it seems to me that Seneca ought to have taught us all the-

irtue | ¥~f‘x

and to rcgulate our d{_s:ru and passlons and thus to en)py a natural aj:l{l j|

pr mcnpal truths we are required to know to fagilitate the pr

llml a pa,i.gan phtlosophcr could have written. All the same, this is only my
opinion, which | submit to the judgment of your Highness, and il she does
me such a favor as to alert me to what [ am missing, | would owe her a great 263
obligation and will show in correcting myself that I am, Madame,
Your Highness's very humble and very obedient servant,
Descartes.

ELISABETH TO DESCARTES

The Hague, 16 August 1645

M. Descartes,
In examining the book that you recommended to me, I found quite
a few nice parts and sentences well conceived to give me a subject for an

AT 2:268
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agreeable meditation, but not for instructing me in what it treats. For they
are written without method, and the author does something other than he
set out to do. Instead of demonstrating the shortest path toward true hap-
piness, he contents himself with revealing that his riches and his luxury do
not preclude his reaching it. This I am obliged to write to you, so that you
will not think that I am of your opinion by prejudice or by laziness. [ demand
nothing other than that you continue to correct Seneca. [ do so, not because
your manner of reasoning is most extraordinary, but because it is the most
natural that [ have encountered and seems to teach me nothing new, but
instead allows me to draw from my mind pieces of knowledge | have not
yet apprehended.®?

[t is for this reason that [ do not yet know how to rid myself of the doubt
T ich you speak without the as:

iéta_ nce of that which does not de pend absolutely on the will. For there are

{that one can arrive at the trie happiness ol

\‘( ' ljd.iseases 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 subject to
being carried away by his passions and less capable of disentangling himself
from the accidents of fortune requiring a prompt resolution. When Epicurus
was struggling to convince his friends that he felt no pain from his kidney
stones, instead of crying like the vulgar, he was leading the life of the phi-
losopher and not that of a prince or a captain or a courtier. For he knew
that nothing could ¢ome to him from outside that would make him forget
+his role and cause him to fail to rise above his circumstances according to
his philosophy.% On these occasionsjiig&t_seems to me inevitable, and the
knowledge that to err is as natural to man as it is to be sick cannot protect
;I us. For we also are not unaware that we were able to exempt ourselves of
each particular fault.

But [ assure myself that you will elucidate these points of difficulty for
me, as well as many others, of which [ am not aware at this moment, when
you teach me the truths which must be known to facilitate the exercise of
virtue. Do not forget, | pray you, your plan to honor me with your precepts
and believe that [ esteem them as much as they deserve it.

63. Elisabeth here seems to be referring to the Platonic model of knowledge as recollection as
presented in his dialogue Meno

64. Elisabeth is here no doubt referring to the death of Epicurus: he died of kidney failure after
trying for two weeks to pass kidney stones. [t is unclear where Elisabeth would have read of
this story. Montaigne alludes to it in his essay On the Resemblance of Children to Their Fathers. See The
Complete Essays, trans, M. A Screech (New York: Penguin Books, 1987), 858—87.
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It has been eight days since the bad humor of a sick brother prevented
me from making this request of you, since [ have had to stay near him every
day, either to make him, through the fondness he has for me, abide by the
rules set by the doctors, or to show him my fondness by diverting him,
because he is persuaded that [ am capable of diverting him. | hope to divert
you also in assuring you that [ will be all my life, M. Descartes,

Your very affectionate friend at your service,

Elisabeth.

Her
DESCARTES TO ELISABETH &

Egmond, 18 August 1645

Madame,

Even though I do not know if my last letters were delivered to your
Highness, or if I can write anything on the subject on which [ have the
honor of engaging you that | don't have to think you understand better than
myself, [ will all the same not fail to continue, in the belief that my letters
will not be any more tiresome to you than the books in your library. For al-
though they contain no news that you have an interest in knowing promptly,
nothing forces you to read them when you have some business to attend to. |
will take the time [ put into writing them as very well spent if you give them
only the time you want to waste.

I said in my previous letter what it seemed to me Seneca ought to have
treated in his book. I will nowgnine what he does treat there. | note in

general only three things: the first)s that he tries to explain what the sov-

ereign good is and that he gives different definitions; the se'i;ond:)that he Obﬁ/{n :

argues against the opinion of Epicurus;® and the third) that he responds to
those who object that philosophers do not live in accordance with the rules
they prescribe. But in order to see the particular way in which he treats these
things, 1 will spend a little time on each chapter.

In the first, he takes to task those who follow custom and example more
than reason. In the matter of bow to live, he says, people always rely on belief, never

65. Epicurus (c. 341-271 8CE) was a major Hellenistic philosopher whose work enjoyed a sub-
stantial revival in the seventeenth century. His philosophy is characterized by a thoroughgoing
materialist metaphysics, which maintains that the world is composed of indestructible atoms
which move through empty space, as well as an apparently hedonistic ethics, for he maintains
that happiness consists quite simply in pleasure. However, both Descartes below and Elisabeth
in what follows interpret Epicurus as meaning by "pleasure” something more than sensual plea-
sure and akin to contentment.

LA



{02

The Correspondence

on judgment.® He approves nonetheless of our taking the advice of those he
believes to be the wisest. But he wants us also to use our own judgment to
examine their opinions. In this I am strongly of his opinion. For even though
most people are not capable of finding the right path for themselves, there

are few who cannot recognize it well enough when someone else points it
out to them clearly. No matter what happens, one has grounds to be satisfied
in one’s conscience, and to be assured that the opinions one has concerning
morality are the best that one could have, when, instead of letting oneself be
led blindly by example, one has taken the care to find the most able advice,
and when one has employed all the force of one's mind to examine what path
one ought to follow. But while Seneca strives to hone his eloquence here,
he is not always exact enough in the expression of his thought. For instance,
when he says, We will become wise insofar as we separate ourselves from the crowd,s” he
seems to teach that it is sufficient to act extravagantly to be wise, but this is
not his intention.

In the second chapter he does almost nothing but repeat, in other terms,
what he said in the first. He adds only that what is commonly judged to be
good is not so.

Then, in the third, after having again employed many superfluous
1 words, he finally states his opinion concerning the sovereign good, which is

that it accords with the nature of things,® and that wisdom is conforming to its law and
i example® [i.e., of nature],-and that the truly bappy life is one in accordance with one’s
“own nature.”® All these explications seem very obscure to me. For it is with-
out doubt that by "nature” he does not understand our natural-inclinations,
see i_|3g_a_s_thcmu¢iggr_ilua_rg£m|§;&, and he argues against
doing that. But what follows in his discourse makes me think that by “the
nature of things” he means the order established by God in all things that
there are in the world. Considering this order as infallible and independent
of our will, he says that wisdom is being in accord with the nature of things and con-
Jorming to its law and example,” that is to say that it is wisdom to acquiesce to

66. The Latin Descartes quotes reads “Nunquam de vita iudicatur . . . semper creditur. “ Seneca,
De vila beata, 1.4; Seneca: Moral Essays II, trans. J. W. Basore (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1932, 1965), (00—101.

67. The Latin Descartes quotes reads “Sanabimur, si modo separemur a coetu” (ibid,, 1.5
100-103).

68. The Latin reads: "rerum naturae assentitur” (ibid., 3.3, 106-7).
69. The Latin reads: “ad illius legem exemplumque formari sapientia est” (ibid., 3.3, (06-7).
70. The Latin reads: "beata vita est conveniens naturae suae” (ibid., 3.3, 106-7).

71. The Latin reads: “rerum naturae assentiri & ad illius legem exemplumque formari, sapientia
est’ (ibid., 3.3, 106-7)

The Correspondence

the order of things, and to do what we believe ourselves to be born to do,
or better, to speak as a Christian, that it is wisdom to submlt to the will of

103

God and to follow it in all one's actions. And the good life is one in accordance 274

with ones own nature is to say that true happiness consists in following in this
way the order of the world and accepting the good part of everything that
happens to us. This explains practically nothing, and it is not clear enough
what the connection is with what he adds immediately after—that this true
happiness cannot be achieved unless the mind is healthy ”>—unless he means also
that to live according to nature™ is to live following true reason.

In the fourth and fifth chapters, he gives some other definitions of the
sovereign good, all of which have some relation to the sense of the first, but
none of which explains it sufficiently. Through their diversity, they make it
appear that Seneca has not understood clearly what he wanted to say. For
the better one conceives of something, the more determined one is to ex-
press itin only one way. That formulatlon where he seems tometoh have hit |

rrgb! rlmf ccrfam j:_n‘_d_dfrifnl. But so long as he does not teach any v of thc reasons |

why we ought to neither fear nor desire anything, all this helps us very little. |
In these same chapters he begins to argue against those who locate true

happiness in pleasure, and he continues to do so in the following chapters.

This is why, before examining them, I will state my view on this question. _
[ note, first, that there is a difference between true happiness, the sow- |

ereign good, and the final end or goal to which our actions ought to tend.
Trur: happiness is not_t_he_'s_o_\{g_rgg,_g@_od Lbut it presupposes it, and itis the
contentment or sallsfacuon of the mind that comes [rom possessing it. But
by the end of our actlons we can understand either the one or the other.
For the sovereign good is without doubt the thing which we ought to put
forw.'_a_l_c_.i to ourse@&uunuﬂn&jud_t__e contentment of
mind that comes from iﬁljp_ﬂgh_lx__gﬂgd“our—end—a&n—;what attracts J

us and so makes us seek the sovereign good.
Other than this, | note that %& ;?j‘_s understood the word "pleasure” in |

a different sense than did those who argued against him. For all his adversar- ’
ies restricted the signification of this word to the pleasures of the senses. He,

72. The Latin Descartes quotes reads: “nisi sana mens est" (ibid., 6.1, 114-15).

73. The Latin Descartes quotes reads: "secundum naturam vivere" (ibid., 7.2, 116—19).

74 The Latin reads: "beatus est qui nec cupit nec timet beneficio rationis’ (ibid., 5.1,
110-11)

75. The Latin reads: "beata vita est in recto certoque iudicio stabilita” (ibid., 5.3, 112-13).

275



UL

T4 o ) ” .
Cw"‘x\o /ZX/ “’{*’Cé’/, DEARAN oty d {“?"vﬁ"//&' i

%0;1 The Correspondence
o

276
277
ne
L= Lt
(\fj’(-" q \5:\3
\{JL‘" S .'.!
( ;j;/' i
W
(R
L\ SR
[ BN §
o 0
W e AN
\ -\.t"‘)- 3 \_‘kf"
v 5 :
Ay
¥ . 7
_-\I'." ‘-Jl:'l c
b

on the other hand, extended it to every contentment of the mind, as one can
easily judge from what Seneca and some others have written about him.

So, there were three opinions on the sovereign good and the end of
our actions among the pagan philosophers: Epicurus claimed that it wag
pleasure; Zeno™ wanted it to be virtue; and Aristotle made it consist of all
the perfections, as much those of the body as those of the mind. These three
opinions can, it seems to me, be received as true and in accord with one
another, provided they are interpreted favorably.

For Aristotle considered the sovereign good of the whole of human
nature in general, that is, that which the most accomplished of all men can
have, and so he was right to have it consist of all the perfections of which
human nature is capable. But that meaning is not useful to us.

Zeno on the contrary, considered that which each man could possess
o_n’hﬁ_myn This is why he too was quite right to say that the sovereign good

onsists only in virtue, for it is only virtue, among the goods we can have
Wthh depends entirely on’g_ulf[ggmu. But he represented this virtue as so
severe and so opposed to pleasure, in making all the vices equal, that it seems
to me that only melancholic people or minds entirely detached from bodies

were able to be among his followers.
Finally, Epicurus was not wrong, in considering what true happiness
consists in and the motive or U Lhe end to which our actions tend, to say that it

is pleasure in general. Foreven though the mere knowledge of our duty could
oblige us to do good actions, this would not, all the same, make us enjoy any
true happiness if we did not receive any pleasure from it. But because the
name "pleasure” is often given to false pleasures that are accompanied or fol-
lowed by anxiety, trouble, and repentance, many have thought that this view
of Epicurus teaches vice. And, in fact, it does not teach virtue. When there is
a prize for hitting a bull's-eye, one makes people want to hit the bulls-eye by
showing them this prize. Still they cannot win the prize if they do not see the
bulls-eye. And those who see the bull's-eye cannot be induced to aim for it if
they do not know that there is a prize to win. Similarly, virtue, which is the

bulls-eye, does not come to be strongly desired when-it.is seen on its own;

contentment, whlch is the prize, cannot be acquired unless it is pursued.

This is Why | think I can conclude here that true happiness consists only

in the contentment of the mind, that is, in contentment in general, For even

though there are kinds of contentment that depend on the body, and others
which do not depend on it all, there is, all the same, no cagtensment but that

. e —— 2 e i =)
of_the mind. However, to have a contentment-that 1s-solid—it-is-necessary -

76. Zeno bf Citium (c. 344-262 BCE) was the founder of the Stoic school of philosophy.
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to follow u‘luc ghat is, to have a firm and constant will to execute all tha ,
we__l._lﬂg_c_t_o_h______cthebe‘.l,a.nd to employ all the force of our understandmg t
judge well. I reserve for another time a consideration of what Smte
on this, because my letter is already too long, and [ have only sufficient space
to write that [ am, Madame,

Your Highness's very humble and very obedient servant,

Descartes.

ELISABETH TO DESCARTES

The Hague, August 1645

M. Descartes,

I believe that you will have already seen in my last letter of the sixteenth
that your letter of the fourth was given to me. | have no need to add that
that letter shed more light on the subject it treats than anything else | have
been able to read or meditate on about it. You understand too well what you
do, what I can do, and have examined what others have done so well for
me to be able to doubt it, even though through an excess of generosity you
pretend to be unaware of the extreme obligation I have to you for having
given me an occupation so useful and so agreeable as that of reading and
considering your letters. Without the last one, I would not have understood
so well as | think | do now what Seneca judges true happiness to be. [ attrib-
uted the obscurity I found in the said book, as [ do that in the books of most
ancients, to the manner of explication and the scanty connection and order
they -observe. Their style is altogether different from our own. The things
which are problematic to us pass for hypotheses to them, and they write
with the idea of accumulating admirers by surprising the imagination, rather
than disciples by shaping the faculty of judgment. In this way, Seneca makes
use of nice words to attract the young to follow his views, as others do by
means of poetry and fables. The way he refutes the view of Epicurus seems
to confirm this impression. He attributes this to that philosopher: that which
we say is a law for virtue, he says he does for pleasure.”” A little before that
he says that these followers claim: [ hold in effect that one does not know
how to live pleasantly without living also, at the same time, honorably.”

77. Elisabeth quotes the following passage: “nos virtuti legem dicimus, eam ille dicit voluptati”
(De vita beata, 13.1, 130-31).

78. Elisabeth quotes this passage: “ego enim nego quemquam posse iucunde vivere, nisi simul
et honeste vivat” (ibid., 10.1, 122-23)
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From which it seems clear that what they call “pleasure” is the joy and satis-
faction of the mind which Seneca counts as the consequences of the supreme
good. Nevertheless, throughout the book he speaks of this Epicurean plea-
sure more as a satirist than as a philosopher, as if it were purely sensual. But
| want to be charitable to him, and this is caused by your having taken the
care to explicate their opinions and reconcile their differences better than
they themselves knew how to do. Thereby you refute a powerful objection
against the search for this sovereign good that not one of these great think-
ers was able to define, and also against the authority of human reason, for
it has not enlightened these excellent personages at all with the knowledge
of what is most necessary to them and is closest to their hearts. | hope that
“you will continue, with what Seneca said, or with what he should have said,
rin teaching me the means of strengthening the understanding, so as to judge
[the best in all the actions of life. For this seems to be the only difficulty, since
it is impossible not to follow the good path when it is known. Have again, |
pray you, the frankness to tell me if [ abuse your kindness in demanding too
much of your time in the satisfaction of
Your very affectionate friend, at your service,

Elisabeth.

DESCARTES TO ELISABETH

Egmond, 1 September 1645

Madame,

As [ was uncertain whether your Highness was in The Hague or in
Rhenen, | addressed my letter through Leiden, and that letter you have done
the honor of writing me was delivered to me only after the postman who
carried it to Alkmaar had left. This has kept me from expressing earlier how
full of glory I am that my own judgment of the book that you have taken the
trouble to read is no different from your own, and that my way of reasoning
appears natural enough to you. I assure myself that if you had had the leisure
to think about the things of which he treats as much as | have, [ could not have
written anything that you could not have noted better than I. But because the
age, birth, and occupations of your Highness have not been able to permit
this, perhaps then what [ write will be able to serve to save you a little time,
and my mistakes themselves can furnish you with occasions to note the truth.

[~ Whenl spoke of a true happiness which depends entirely on our free will
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and which all men can acquire without any assistance fronf elsewhere, you
note quite rightly that there are illnesses which, taking away the power of
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reasoning, also take away that of enjoying the satisfaction of a rational mind.
This shows me that what | have said generally about all men should be ex-
tended only to those who have free use of their reason and with thatknow the
path necessary to take to reach this true happiness. For there is no one who
does not desire to make himself happy [heureux], but many do not know the
means to do so, and often a bodily indisposition prevents the will from being
free. Something similaralso happens when we sleep, for the most philosophi-
cal person in the world does not know how to prevent himself from having
bad dreams when his temperament disposes him to them. All the same, expe-
rience shows that if one has often had some thought while one has had a free '
mind, one returns to it often aflti'ward no matterwhat 1ndlsposmon the body

has, Thus I can say that my dreams never represent to me anything upsetting.
And WIthout doubt, one has a great benefit from being accustomed for a long

to lose one’ life than to lose the use of re reason. i. Foteven wnthout the teachings
.of faith, natural philosophy alone makes us hope for our soul to have a happier
state after death than that it has at present. No fear is more upsetting to it than
that of being joined to a body that entirely takes away its freedom.

For the other indispositions, which do not aIlogcth 1 trouble the senses
but simply alter the humors and make one find oneself cx{raoldmarllz
{:-&_n_gd to sadness, anger, or some other passions, they no doubt give trouble,

but they can I‘JL overcome and even giw: the §0u| occasion for a satisfaction

somethmg similarof all external o obstacles such as the brxlllance of high birth,

the flatteries of the court, the adversities of fortune, and also great prosperity,
which ordinarily gets more in the way of our being able to play the role of
philosopher than do misfortunes. For when one has everything one wishes,
one forgets to think of oneself, and, afterward, when fortune changes, one
finds oneself the more surprised the more one put one’s trust in it. Finally,
one can say generally that nothing can entirely take away the means of mak-
ing ourselves happy so long as it does not trouble our reason, and it is not al-
ways those things that appear the most upsetting that are the most harmful.
But in order to know exactly how much each thing can contribute to our
contentment, it is necessary to consider what the causes that produce it are,
and this is also one of the principal pieces of knowledge that can serve to fa-
cilitate virtue. Forall the actions ¢ of our mind which bring us some perfection
are virtuous, and all our u)nlcnlmcnl consists only in.our inper testimony of
ava 7 some gcrfe(.hon Thus, we knuw ol no exercise of virtue (that is to say,
what our reason convinces us we ought to do) from which we do not receive
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satisfaction and pleasure. But there are two sorts of pleasures: those which
pertam to the mind alone and others whlch pertain to the human being, that
is, to the mind insofar as it is united to a body. These latter ones, presen-tmg
themselves con[u/sedly to the imagination,.olten.appear.to. be much greater
I'than they are, especially before we possess them; and this is the source of all
the evils and errors of life. For, according to the rule of reason, each pleasure
ought to be measured by the greatness of the perfection it produces, and this
is how we measure those whose causes are clearly known to us, But often pas-.
sion,makes us believe that certain things are much better and more desirable
than they are. Then, when we have taken great pain to acquire them and lost,
in the meantime, the occasion to possess other truer goods, the enjoyment
makes us know their defects and from this arises disdain, regret, and repen-

"'"lanet That is why the true duty of reason is to examine the just value of all |

| the goods whose acqumtlon seems to depend in some way on ourc con?uct in

order that we WI” never fanl lo employ all our care in trymg, to_Bmcure lhm{,

posed to our plans and prevents them from succeedmg, we w1ll have at | leasl |

the satisfaction of having lost nothmg by our (ault and will not fall to enjoy
the natural true happiness which will have been.in.our.power.to acquire.

Thus, for example, anger can sometimes excite in us desires for ven-
geance so violent that it makes us imagine more pleasure in punishing our
enemy than in protecting our honor or our life, and we will expose ourselves
imprudently to losing both the one and the other for this end. On the other
hand, if reason examines what is the good or the perfection on which this
pleasure drawn from vengeance is founded, it will find none other there (at
least when this vengeance does not serve to prevent the recurrence of what
we take offense at) but that it makes us imagine that we have some sort of
superiority and some advantage over those on whom we seek vengeance.
This is often only a vain imagination, which does not merit being valued in
comparison with honor or life, or even in comparison with the satisfaction
one would have in seeing oneself master of one's anger in abstaining from
seeking vengeance.

And something similar occurs with all other passions. For there are none

B

which do not represent to us the good to which they | tcn(Lm?r_e vividly than
is merited and which do not make us imagine pleasures much greater before
we possess them than we find them afterward, once we have them. Because
of this we commonly blame pleasure, since we use this word only to signify
pleasures that often trick us by their appearance, and make us neglect other
much more solid ones, which we do not so much look forward to and which

are ordinarily those of the mind alone. [ say “ordinarily, “ for all of the plea-
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sures of the mind are not praiseworthy, since they can be founded on a false
opinion, as is the pleasure we take in slander, which is founded only on the
fact that we think we will be valued more, the less others are valued. They
can also trick us by their appearance, when some strong passion accompa-
nies them, as we see in the pleasure of ambition.

But the principal difference between the pleasures of the body and
those of the mind consists in this: the body is subject to perpetual change,
and even its conservation and its well-being depend on this change; so all
the pleasures proper to it hardly last. For these proceed only from the ac-
quisition of something that is useful to the body at the moment it receives '
them, and as soon as this something ceases to be useful to it, the pleasures
also cease. On the other hand, the pleasures of the soul can be as immortal
as can it, so long as they have a foundation so solid that neither knowledge
of the ¢ruth nor any false belief can destroy it.

For the rest, the true use o of our reason in the conduct of life consists only
in examining an; and conslderlng without passion the value of all perfecuons

those of the body as much as those of the mind, that can be acqmred by our

conduct in order'that being ordmarlly obhged to deprive ourselves of some
of them in order to have others, we will always choose the best. And since
those of the body are the lesser, one can say generally that there is a way to
make oneself happy without them. All the same, [ am not of the opinion that|
we need to despise them entirely, nor even that we ought to free ourselves

from_ havmg the passions. [t suffices that we render them subJecl to reason,
and when we have thus tamed them they are sometimes the more useful the

more they tend to excess. | would have none more excessive than that which
leads me to the respect and veneration | owe you and makes me be, Madame,
Your Highness's very humble and very obedient servant,
Descartes.

ELISABETH TO DESCARTES

[The Hague] 13 September 1645

M. Descartes,

If my conscience were to rest satisfied with the pretexts you offer for
my ignorance, as if they were remedies for it, | would be greatly indebted to
it, and would be exempted from repenting having so poorly employed the
time | have enjoyed the use of reason, which I have had longer than others of
my age, since my birth and fortune have forced me to exercise my judgment
earlier than most, in order to lead a life that is very trying and free of the
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prosperity that could prevent me from thinking of myself and also free of the

subjection that would have obliged me to rely on the prudence of a governess,

All the same, neither this prosperity nor the flatteries which accompany

itare, | believe, absolutely capable of removing the strength of mind of well-

born minds and of preventing them from receiving any change of fortune ag

a philosopher. But | am persuaded that the multitude of accidents which sup-
ol {’:-.-a_y_‘- L/ ;prisc persons governing the public, without giving them the time to exam-
é’f_.,{_,:J 2 WIJ}L?*._'.'}U@ ine the most uselul expedient, often lead them (no matter how virtuous they

A
chvd O pulily -
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are) to perform actions which alterward cause them to repent. And, as you
say, repenting is one of the principal obstacles to true happiness. It is true
that a habit of esteeming good things according to how they can contribute
289 to contentment, measuring this contentment according to the perfections
which give birth to the pleasures, and judging these perfections and these
pleasures without passion will protect them from a number of faults. But in

order to esteem these goods in this way, one must know them-perfectly. And

% in order to know all those goods among which one must choose in an active
""U'""I‘*f{ life, one would need to possess an infinite science. You say that one cannot

' -'J.-)-Jy+ p 7 fail to be satisfied when one's conscience testlﬁes that one has availed oneself
vt edn

of all the possible precautions. But this circumstance never arrives when one
/gp,fo,mm\ misse.s one's mark. F?r one always changes one's mind about tbe things that
remained to be considered. In order to measure contentment in accordance

with the perfection causing it, it would be necessary to see clearly the value
,of each thing, so as to determine whether those that are useful only to us or
those that render us still more useful to others are preferable. The latter seem
to be esteemed by those with an excess of a humor that torments itself for
others, and the former by those who live only for themselves. Nevertheless
each of these sorts of persons supports their inclinations with reasons strong
enough to make them each continue all their lives in the same way. It is similar
with other perfections of the body and of the mind, which a tacit sentiment
@ "L’”: makes reason endorse, This sentiment ought not to be called a passion be-
oy f,d/{ /cause we are born with it. So tell me, il you please, just up to what point one
e must follow this sentiment (it being a gilt of nature) and how to correct it.
[ would also like to see you define the passions, in order to know them
better.”® For those who call the passions perturbations of the mind would
persuade me that the force of the passions consists only in overwhelming

290 and subjecting reason to them, if experience did not show me that there are

79. This demand on Elisabeth’s part can reasonably be seen as leading Descartes to write The
Passions of the Soul. As subsequent letters reveal, Descartes responds by beginning to draft what
will become that work, [t was first published, in French, in 1649.
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passions that do carry us to reasonable actions. But | assure myself that you
will shed more light on this subject, when you explicate how the force of
the passions renders them even more useful when they are subject to reason.
[ will receive this favor in Riswyck in the house of the prince of Or-
ange,* where we are moving, since this house is to be cleaned; but for this
reason you have no need to change the address of your letters to
Your very affectionate friend at your service,

Elisabeth.

DESCARTES TO ELISABETH

Egmond , 15 September 1645

Madame,

Your Highness has noted so exactly all the causes whlch have pre-
vented Seneca from presenting his opinion regarding the sovereign good to
us clearly, and your having taken the pain to read his book with such care
makes me fear making myself tiresome if [ continue here to examine all his
chapters in order. Your care in reading makes me defer responding to the dif-
ficulty it pleased you to propose to me concerning the means to strengthen
the understanding in order to discern the best course in all actions of life.
This is why, without ceasing now to continue with Seneca, I will try only to
explain my opinion concerning this matter.

It seems to me that only two things are required in order to be always
disposed to judge well: one is the knowledge of the truth, and the other is the
habit ol'n,mcm hering and acquiescing to mrdge every t - time thc oc-
casion re r‘cqulres But since only God knows all things perfectly, it is necessary
that we content ourselves i in knowmg those things that are most useful to us.

Among these, the first and the principal one is that there is a God on
whom all thmgs depend, whose perfections are infinite, whose power is im-
mense, and whose decrees are infallible. For thls_teaches us to appreciate all

the things that come to us, as they are sent to us expmssly by Cr:.-d Since the

true. object of love is Pcr[c(,;_t;on when we elevate our mind to considering
Cod as He is is, we ve will find ourselves naanaIIy so inclined to love him that we

will draw joy even from our aH’]iClIOI"ﬁ in thinking that His will is carried

out as we receive them,

80. The prince of Orange and Stadholder of the Netherlands at this time was Frederick Henry.
Frederick Henry was, incidentally, the brother of Elisabeth’s grandmother Juliana. His son Wil-
fiam Il married Mary Henrietta Stuart, the daughter of Charles | of England.

111

AT 4:290

<

291

292

)



i r"’;""\uolltj {\5,,
i |J'_l o

\ | that are in some m éhh?rWé?e of the rest of the world, one

) ..{_‘I' e ‘
S\

A% 3

112 The Correspondence

) , The sgcond hing it is necessary to know is the nature of our mind,
msofar as |t sul mts without the body and is much mme__‘g_ble ‘than it and
(_apable of enjoying an infinite number of co_nt_entmenls which are not found
in this life. For this prevents us [rom fearing death aﬂde_tagh_eg!_tﬂ gllglgn_l
l'h;m the things of the world so much that we regard all that is in the power
of fortune only with contempt.

In this regard, what can also serve greatly is to judge in a dignified way
the works of God, and to have an idea of the vast.extent of the universe, as |
have tried to present it in the third book of my Principles. For when we imag-
ine that beyond the heavens there is nothing but imaginary spaces, and that
all the heavens are made only for the service of the earth and the earth only
for man, this makes us inclined to think that this earth is our principal home
and this life our best. Instead of knowing the perfections that are truly in us,
we attribute to other creatures imperfections they do not have in order to el-

evate ourselves above them. And entering into an impertinent presumption,
we want to be counsel to God and to take charge with him of conducting the
world; and this causes an infinity of anxieties and annoyances.

After having thus recalled the goodngssaf God, the immortality of
| our souls and the greatness of the universe, there is also one more truth the
| knowledge of which seers to me quite useful. This is that, even  though each
| of us is a person separate from others and, by consequence, . with interests

293
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must, all the same, think that one does not know how to subsist 2 alone and [ \\@

that one is, in effect, onc part of the umverse and MOre iﬂtlcula;}x even,

RS one part of this earth, one p m;Lngnghls family,

to which one is joined by his home, by his oath, by his birth. It is always
necessary to plclm the interests of the whole, of which one is a part to.
those of one's person in particular, though with measure and discretion“For
one would be wrong to expose oneself to a great evil in order to procure
only a small good for one’s parents or one’s country. If a man is worth more
on his own than all the rest of his city, he would not be right to sacrifice

himself to save it. But if one related everything to oneself, one would not

fear harming other men greatly when one wanted to take something small
for oneself. One would have no true friends, no faithfulness‘and in general
ho virtue. On the other hand, in conSIderlng oneself as a part of the public,

"I
) g f

one takes pleasure in acting well toward everyone, and one does not fear
even exposing one’s life for the service of others when the occasion occurs.
That is, one would lose one's soul, if one could, in order to save others. And
so this consideration is the source and origin of all the most heroic actions
men do. As for those who expose themselves to death for reasons of vanity,

because they hope to be praised, or of stupidity, because they do not appre-
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1 hend the danger, | believe that they are more to be pitied than to be prized.
But when someone does expose himself to death because he thinks it is his
duty, or better, when he suffers some other evil in order to bring about good
to others—even if he perhaps does not think upon reflection that he did it
because he owes moré to the public of ‘which he is a part than to himself iny,

particular—he does it all the same in virtue of this consideration, which is |
confused in his mind. One is naturally drawn to have it, when one knows
and loves God as one should For then, abandomng oneself completely to
His will, one divests oneself of one's proper interests, and one has no other
passion than that of doing what one believes would be agreeable to Him. In

consequence of which one has satisfactions of the mind and contentments

—

that are incomparably more valuable than all the little passing joys that

e

depend on the senses.
Outside of these truths, which concern all our actions in general, it is

'

necessary also to know several others, which relate more particularly to each
one of them. The principal ones seem to me to be those that [ noted in my
last letter. That is, that all our passnons represent to us the goods they incite

the body are never as lasting as those of the mmd or as large when we pos-
sess them as they appear when we hope for them. This we must note care-

fully, so that when we sense ourselves moved by some passion, we suspend
our judgment until the passion abates, and so that we do not allow ourselves
to be easily deceived by the false appearance of the goods of this world.

= | To this I cannotadd anything else except that it is also necessary to exam-
M& i 1p—part|cular all the mores of the places wm(w

- 'p ;y just how farthe: musl be followed. Even if we cannot haw.: certain  demon-
. 'I'ﬁ ~ E
=l J¢ stratlom/_ everyt nng, we ought nevertheless to talg(. aside an(iemb_r@ce the
| | [ L

, 4, opinions which seem to us the most true, concerning all those things which

L}
u‘ 4
4 be irresolute. For it is irresolution alone that causes regret and repentance.

For the rest, [ have said before that besides the knowledge of the truth,
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since we cannot always be attentive to the same thing—even though we

have been convinced of some truth by reason of some clear and evident

"FF?I:G'

l perceptions—we will be able to be turned, afterward, to believing false ap-

pearances, if we do not, through a long and frequent meditation, imprint i
sufficiently_in-eu o that it turns into haBit. In this sense, the Schools
are right to say_that the virtues are habits, for one rarely makes a mistake |
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because one doesn't have practical knowledge, that is to say, because one |

TP

because one doesn’t have theoretical knowledge of what to do, but only

=

doesn't have a firm habit of believing it. And so, while | here examine these |
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NG habltuatlon_as«abg equired for being always disposed to judge well. For *:
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truths, [ also augment my habit of believing them, [ am particularly obligateq
to your Highness for permitting me this exchange, and there is no way that]

could better employ my leisure than in expressing that | am, Madame
Your Highness's very humble and very obedient servant,
Descartes.

When [ ended this letter, | recelved that from your Highness of the -.

thirteenth, but | found so many things to consider there that I dare not up.
dertake to respond off the cuff, and [ assure your Highness that I will much
prefer to take a little time to think on it.

ELISABETH TO DESCARTES
[Riswyck] 30 September [1645]

M.Descartes :

Even though your observations on Seneca’s attitude toward the sover.
eign good have made me profit from reading that work more than [ would
have known how to on my own, [ am not the least bit sorry to exchange
them for truths as necessary as those which include the means of strength-
ening the understanding in order to discern which is the best of all the ac-
tions one can take in life, on the condition that you still add the explication
my stupidity is in need of, that concerning the usefulness of those pieces of
knowledge you set out.

from the order He. has establlshed thcre suchas losing one’s well- being [lebien]
in a storm, or health by an infection of the air, or friends through death. But it
cannot console us from those mishaps that are brought upon us by other men.
Fo_r_l_t seems to us that the will of these men is entirely Tree, as we have noth-
ing but faith alone to persuade us that God cares to rule these wills and that
He has determined the fate of each person before the creation of the world.

The knowledge of the immortality of the soul, along with the knowl-
edge that it is much more noble than the body, is as capablg of making us
seek death as of making us despise it, since we cannot doubt that we will
live more happily exempt from the maladies and passions of the body. And I
am surprised that those who claimed to be persuaded by this truth and lived
without the revealed law preferred a painful life to an advantageous death.

The knowledge of the great extent of the universe, which you havc
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from that which we see in it; but it also separates the particular providence,
which is the foundation of theology, from the idea we have of God.

The consideration that we are part of a whole of which we must seek
tl\Ms surely enough, the source of all generous actions; but |
find many difficulties in the conditions which you prescribe for them. How
is &ne to measure the evils that one brings upon onesell for the sake of the
pfﬁimmh will accrue to the public, without the evils'
seeming greater ot to us inasmuch as our idea of them is more distinct? And
which measure will we have for comparing those things that are not known
to us equally well, such as our own merit and that of those with whom we

live? A naturally arrogant person will always tip the balance in his favor, and .

a modest one will esteem himself less than he is worth.

“"mﬁr to profit from the particular truths of which you speak, it is nec-
essary to know exactly all the passions we [eel and the prejudices we have ]
wiostral-which are imperceptible. In observing the customs of the countries

where we are, we sometimes find some very unreasonable ones that it is nec- - -

essary to follow in order to avoid even greater inconveniences. Since | have
been here, | have experienced a very trying illustration of this truth. For [ was
hoping to profit from this stay in the country by having more time to employ
in study, and I have found here, without comparison, less leisure than [ ever
had at The Hague, because of the distractions of those who don't know what
to do with themselves. And eyen though it is very unjust of them ta deprive
me of real goods so that [ mlghtMcm imaginary ones, [ am constrained
(5 abide by the impertinent established laws of civility so that I do not ac-
quire any enemies. Since [ began writing this letter [ have been interrupted
more than seven times by these annoying visits. It is an excess of goodness
[on your part] which guarantees that my letters will not suffer a parallel pre-
dicament on your end and which obliges you to want to solidify my habit
of receiving your thoughts by relaying them to such an unruly person as
Your very affectionate friend at your service,

Elisabeth.

DESCARTES TO ELISABETH

Egmond, 6 October 1645

Madame,

I have sometimes asked myself a question: whether it is better to be gay
and content, in imagining the goods one possesses to be greater and more
valuable than they are and not knowing or stopping to consider those one
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