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Abstract: Descartes explicitly states that virtue is sufficient for attaining happi-
ness. In this paper I argue that, within the framework he develops, this is not
exactly true: more than virtuous action is needed to secure happiness. I begin by
analyzing, in Section 2, the Cartesian notion of virtue in order to show the way in
which it closely connects to what, for Descartes, forms the very essence of moral-
ity — the correct use of our free will. Section 3, in turn, discusses Descartes’s view
of happiness and its relation to the highest good. Thereby is laid the foundation
for Section 4, which offers a reconstruction of the argument that virtue leads to
happiness. Section 5 concludes the discussion by suggesting how and why Des-
cartes leaves a crucial premise — an intellectual insight that consists of three main
elements — unmentioned when he claims that virtue is sufficient for happiness.

1 Introduction

The link between virtue and happiness is one of the most traditional topics in
Western moral thought. In line with his rather conspicuous Stoic tendencies,? in
a letter from 1645 Descartes assures Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia that “virtue is
sufficient to make us content in this life” (CSMK, 258; AT 1V, 266 f.).2 In this paper,
I examine this claim and argue that, within the framework Descartes develops,

1 The resurgence of virtue ethics has made the relationship between the two concepts a much-
debated issue; for a notable recent contribution that elaborates on a general eudaimonist
account of virtue, see Annas 2011, Ch. 8-9.

2 See, e.g., Shapiro 2008. As is often noted, Descartes suggests to Princess Elizabeth that they
use Seneca’s On the Happy Life as the basis for their discussion on ethics (CSMK, 256; AT IV,
252f.). However, he rather soon finds “it not sufficiently rigorous to deserve to be followed”
(CSMK, 257; AT IV, 263).

3 Perhaps his most striking Stoical statement reads: “True philosophy, on the contrary, teaches
that even amid the saddest disasters and most bitter pains we can always be content, provided
that we know how to use our reason.” (CSMK, 272; AT 1V, 315.)
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this is not exactly true: virtue is almost — but not quite — enough for attaining hap-
piness. To be happy, we need to connect virtuous action to a specific intellectual
insight into ourselves and the world at large.

The paper will unfold as follows. Section 2 analyzes the Cartesian notion of
virtue by showing how it closely connects to what, for Descartes, forms the very
essence of morality — the correct use of our free will. Section 3, in turn, discusses
Descartes’s view of happiness and its relation to the highest good. Thereby is laid
the foundation for Section 4, which offers a reconstruction of the argument that
virtue leads to happiness. Section 5 concludes the discussion by examining the
crucial premise Descartes leaves unmentioned when he claims that virtue is suf-
ficient for happiness — a premise that turns out to be integral to the Cartesian
world view.

2 Virtue and the Two-Component View of Moral
Agency

To be able to discern the nature of Cartesian virtue, I begin by focusing on what
Descartes says about the good use of our will, the very source of moral agency.*
The letter to Christina of 20 November 1647 — so important in summing up much
of its author’s moral philosophy as it had developed up to that point — contains a
passage in which Descartes expresses his view in exceptionally plain terms:

I do not see that it is possible to dispose it [our will] better than [1] by a firm and constant
resolution to carry out to the letter all the things which one judges to be best, and [2] to
employ all the powers of one’s mind in finding out what these are. (CSMK, 325; AT V, 83,
numbers in brackets added.)

To my knowledge, the first proper formulation of these two features appears in
the letter to Elizabeth from 4 August 1645.° It is in keeping with the Fourth Medi-

4 Of course, Descartes’s notion of free will is, as many scholars have acknowledged, quite firmly
rooted in his ontology (see e.g. Naaman-Zauderer 2010, 202). However, discussing that rooted-
ness is not necessary for the purposes of this paper; it suffices to note that Descartes declares that
free will renders “us in a certain way like God by making us masters of ourselves” (Passions, art.
152; CSM 1, 384; AT XI, 445). It seems obvious that, for Descartes, free will is the locus of agency
through which we are causally efficacious, or active, in the world.

5 However, as Descartes himself points out, the rudiments of this formulation can already be
found in Discourse on the Method part three; see especially maxims two and three (CSM I, 123f.;
AT VI, 24-7).
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tation maxim, “the perception of the intellect should always precede the determi-
nation of the will” (CSM II, 41; AT VII, 60), and runs as follows:

It seems to me that each person can make himself content by himself without any external
assistance, provided he respects three conditions|.] [...] [1] The first is that he should always
try to employ his mind as well as he can to discover what he should or should not do in all the
circumstances of life. [2] The second is that he should have a firm and constant resolution to
carry out whatever reason recommends without being diverted by his passions or appetites.
[...] [3] The third is that he should bear in mind that while he thus guides himself as far as
he can, by reason, all the good things which he does not possess are one and all entirely
outside his power. (CSMK, 257 f.; AT IV, 265, emphases and numbers in brackets added.)

I will discuss the third condition and what Descartes thinks about contentment
below; for the present purposes the major point is that, at least from 1645 onward,
for Descartes moral agency is about the correct use of our will, which consists of
both a cognitive and a conative component. Accordingly, in his last published
work he states: “What I call its [the will’s] ‘proper’ weapons are [1] firm and deter-
minate judgements bearing upon the knowledge of good and evil, [2] which the
soul has resolved to follow in guiding its conduct.” (Passions, art. 48; CSM I, 347;
AT XI, 367, numbers in brackets added.)

The mature Cartesian view of moral agency thus seems to consist of two
features. First, we should do our utmost to judge the matter at hand correctly,
which requires affirming those perceptions that represent what we, after having
reflected the issue appropriately,® regard as the good or right course of action.
Secondly, we are then to exert our will to make happen what we have judged
right. Put together, the view amounts to what I would call the two-component
theory of moral action.

One feature of this account can hardly be over-emphasized: it is very sensitive
to our finitude. It demands that we, first, find out to the extent we can or as well
as it is reasonably expectable of us what is the right thing to do; and then, second,
that we strive to act according to our judgment, even though it is not always up
to us whether or not this endeavor results in the desired action — and even when
it does, whether or not the action has the kind of outcome we were aiming for.”
Descartes is quite explicit about our cognitive limits, for instance when he says

6 It arguably requires a kind of meta-level judgment of its own to decide when we have reached
the point at which we have considered the matter as carefully as can be reasonably required of
us; see also Svensson 2011, 244 n10.

7 See Descartes’s renowned discussion concerning the choice between two different routes (Pas-
sions, art. 146; CSM 1, 380f.; AT XI, 439f.). For a helpful analysis of things that are partially within
our power, see Marshall 1998, 97.
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that “we had reason only to do the best that our intellect was able to recognize”
(Passions, art. 146; CSM 1, 381; AT XI, 440)8 or that we should examine the issue at
hand “as well as we are morally able” (CSMK, 325; AT V, 83f.). Moreover, the talk
of resoluteness and resolve can be taken to refer to our conative restrictions and to
indicate that the crux of the second component lies in striving to act in a certain
way even though passions and other factors may eventually keep us from acting
as we intend. In general, Descartes appears acutely conscious of the fact that he
is offering an ethics to finite beings with their limitations — to beings of whom it
would be simply inappropriate to demand more than doing the best they can in
the circumstances in which they find themselves. It is unfortunate that practical
matters do not involve the kind of clarity and distinctness that theoretical ones
do,’® but despite this, we must try our hardest to find out what is right and to make
it happen.

Descartes consistently defines virtue by referring to his understanding of
moral action, but it is not quite clear whether he takes virtue to equal only one
or both of the aforementioned components. In the letter to Elizabeth of 4 August
1645 he states that one

should have a firm and constant resolution to carry out whatever reason recommends
without being diverted by his passions or appetites. Virtue, I believe, consists precisely in
sticking firmly to this resolution; though I do not know that anyone has ever so described
it. (CSMK, 258; AT 1V, 265.)*

Furthermore, in the pivotal letter to Christina, he explains that “virtue consists
only in the resolution and vigour with which we are inclined to do the things we
think good” (CSMK, 325; AT V, 83). In these passages he thus equates virtue with
the conative component alone; as Svensson 2011, 245f., points out, this is Des-
cartes’s restrictive sense of virtue. However, in the very same letter to Christina,
Descartes also refers to a less restrictive sense:

For the goods of the body and of fortune do not depend absolutely upon us; and those of the
soul can all be reduced to two heads, the one being to know, and the other to will, what is
good. But knowledge is often beyond our powers; and so there remains only our will, which
is absolutely within our disposal. And I do not see that it is possible to dispose it better than
by a firm and constant resolution to carry out to the letter all the things which one judges to

8 See also Passions, art. 170 (CSM 1, 391; AT XI, 460).

9 On this, see Shapiro 1999, 263-9.

10 For some discussion on the historical context of this definition of virtue, see Marshall 1998,
71n2.
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be best, and to employ all the powers of one’s mind in finding out what these are. This by
itself constitutes all the virtues[.] (CSMK, 325; AT V, 83.)

Moreover, Descartes’s two-part treatment of generosity in the Passions (art. 153;
CSM 1, 384; AT XI, 445f.) might be taken to suggest a wider sense of virtue.™*

The textual evidence is thus somewhat mixed. I would estimate that this stems
from Descartes’s tendency to treat free will and its correct use as one package;
in his ethical thought, he seems generally reluctant to separate free will, its use
in forming judgments, and the exertion of will power to carry out what we judge
to be best. However, it would make sense to emphasize the second component,
because the very French term Descartes uses, vertu, originates from the Latin
virtus, which means, among other things, strength and courage. As Rodis-Lewis
1957, 71, asserts: “[V]ertu, ou force d’ame, selon ’étymologie.”** Accordingly, the
term has a particularly strong link to the conative component of Cartesian moral
agency. Based on this, I would argue that, for Descartes, virtue is primarily about
exerting ourselves according to our best judgment. Fortunately, I do not think that
for our purposes anything of consequence hangs on whether we stress the more
or less restrictive sense of virtue, for the way in which Descartes talks about virtue
as strength assumes that the cognitive element is already in place: I am unaware
of any passage that would even suggest that one could be virtuous without having
first judged the best one was able to do, be that judging - strictly speaking — a
part of virtuousness or not.

What is particularly important for our purposes is that ultimately, acting
virtuously equals acting in accordance with the two-component theory. Descartes
thus has a rather uncomplicated view of virtue, alive to our finitude: virtue is very
much within our reach, for it only requires that we use our will appropriately. In
fact, he explicitly denies that being virtuous would require or presuppose know-
ledge of specific moral truths; recall: “[Klnowledge is often beyond our powers;
and so there remains only our will, which is absolutely within our disposal.”
(CSMK, 325; AT V, 83.)* One does not have to be a sage to qualify as a virtuous
Cartesian agent.

11 See Svensson 2011, 245 nl4.

12 Here I would agree with Marshall 1998, 72.

13 Even today, the very first meaning Le nouveau petit Robert (Paris, 2002) gives for vertu is
“énergie morale; force d’ame.”

14 Also the statement that “we are responsible only for our thoughts, and it does not belong to
human nature to be omniscient, or always to judge as well on the spur of the moment as when
there is plenty of time to deliberate” (CSMK, 269; AT IV, 307) suggests that one can full well be
virtuous despite being seriously misguided about what is truly good and wise.
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3 Happiness and the Highest Good

To clarify the nature of the Cartesian notion of happiness, it is singularly helpful
to examine Descartes’s tripartite distinction between happiness, the highest (or
supreme) good, and the final end. In the all-important letter of August 18 of 1645,
the passage — as convoluted as it is central — reads as follows:

My first observation is that there is a difference between [1] happiness, [2] the supreme good,
and [3] the final end or goal towards which our actions ought to tend. For [1] happiness is not
[2] the supreme good, but presupposes it, being the contentment or satisfaction of the mind
which results from possessing it. The end of our actions [3], however, can be understood to
be one or the other [1 or 2]; for the supreme good is undoubtedly the thing we ought to set
ourselves as the goal of all our actions, and the resulting contentment of the mind is also
rightly called our end, since it is the attraction which makes us seek the supreme good.
(CSMK, 261; AT 1V, 275, emphases and numbers in brackets added.)

The first thing to note is that here Descartes explicitly sets happiness apart from
the highest good,” thereby separating himself from the traditionally powerful
eudaimonist tradition.® But what does he mean by the two notions? To take
happiness first, the passage witnesses Descartes’s consistent view of human
happiness (béatitude) as “a perfect contentment of mind and inner satisfaction”
(CSMK, 257; AT 1V, 264). Evidently, “natural happiness” (CSMK, 264; AT IV, 285)
simply consists of “the satisfaction of mind” (CSMK, 268; AT 1V, 305)."

The Cartesian notion of the supreme or highest good is more complex, but,
in the end, quite understandable. The above-quoted passage tells us little about
it, but in the 1647 letter to Queen Christina, Descartes analyzes the notion as fol-
lows:'®

[I]t seems to me that [1] the supreme good of all men together is the total or aggregate of all
the goods — those of the soul as well as those of the body and of fortune — which can belong
to any human being; but that [2] the supreme good of each individual is quite a different
thing, and consists only in a firm will to do well and the contentment which this produces.
My reason for saying this is that I can discover no other good which seems so great or so

15 See also CSMK, 268; AT 1V, 305.

16 For a discussion that argues for this in detail, see Svensson 2015.

17 Thus, as Rutherford 2013 states, “Descartes explains happiness (la béatitude) entirely in psy-
chological terms.” To my mind, this position stands in an interesting contrast to ancient phil-
osophy: many ancients tended to understand happiness as nothing less than becoming divine
through contemplating eternal truths.

18 To Christina, Descartes (CSMK, 324; AT V, 82) also says that “God is the supreme good”; but I
am setting that aside and focusing only on what Descartes calls goodness “considered in relation
to ourselves,” which must both belong to us and to be a perfection for us.



60 — Valtteri Viljanen DE GRUYTER

entirely within each man’s power. For the goods of the body and of fortune do not depend
absolutely upon us; and those of the soul can all be reduced to two heads, the one being to
know, and the other to will, what is good. But knowledge is often beyond our powers; and
so there remains only our will, which is absolutely within our disposal. And I do not see
that it is possible to dispose it better than by a firm and constant resolution to carry out to the
letter all the things which one judges to be best, and to employ all the powers of one’s mind in
finding out what these are. This by itself constitutes all the virtues; this alone really deserves
praise and glory; this alone, finally, produces the greatest and most solid contentment in
life. So I conclude that it is this which constitutes the supreme good. (CSMK, 324f.; ATV, 82f.,
emphases and numbers in brackets added.)

I interpret the point as follows: we can talk about the highest good as the overall
sum total of all the perfections a human being can have, but in a more salient
sense, it refers to judging what is good and acting accordingly in virtue of our
free will.”® The highest good thus amounts to acting morally, as what I have called
two-component theory states. It is this Descartes has in mind in an important
passage to Christina:

Now free will is in itself the noblest thing we can have, since it makes us in a way equal to
God and seems to exempt us from being his subjects; and so its correct use is the greatest of
all the goods we possess; indeed there is nothing that is more our own or that matters more
to us. (CSMK, 326; ATV, 85.)

Putting together the different elements of this line of argument, the correct use of
our free will is the highest good, because it is the only thing that is entirely up to us
and as such what is most our own.?°

To summarize, for Descartes happiness is about having a contented mind,
but it is not our highest good: being virtuous — using one’s will as the two-com-
ponent theory states — is. However, there is a connection between virtue and hap-
piness; as we have seen, Descartes claims (CSMK, 261; AT 1V, 275) that happiness
can result or follow from virtue.* The interpretative challenge is to find out how,
exactly, this can come about.

19 For an instructive discussion on the two senses of the highest good, see Svensson 2015, esp.
291-4.

20 See, e.g., CSMK, 283; AT 1V, 355; Passions, arts. 17 (CSM 1, 335; AT XI, 342), 145 (CSM 1, 379; AT
X1, 436), 152-3 (CSM 1, 384; AT X1, 445f.).

21 It should be noted that also the second part of the Passions (art. 148; CSM I, 382; AT XI, 442)
ends very much in the same vein.
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4 From Virtue to Happiness

We are now in a position to reconstruct and assess the way in which Descartes
views the link between virtuousness (or moral action) and happiness. So what is
his argument for the sufficiency of virtue for happiness? Detailed answers to this
question are surprisingly hard to find.?? To my knowledge the letter to Elizabeth of
4 August 1645 provides Descartes’s only elaborate account on the topic.”*?* I have
already quoted it because it informs us of what I have dubbed the two-component
theory of moral agency, but it should be kept in mind that the context is precisely
that of reaching happiness:

It seems to me that each person can make himself content by himself without any external
assistance, provided he respects three conditions|.] [...] [1] The first is that he should always
try to employ his mind as well as he can to discover what he should or should not do in all
the circumstances of life. [2] The second is that he should have a firm and constant resolu-
tion to carry out whatever reason recommends without being diverted by his passions or
appetites. [...] [3] The third is that he should bear in mind that while he thus guides himself as
far as he can, by reason, all the good things which he does not possess are one and all entirely
outside his power. (CSMK, 257 f.; AT 1V, 265, emphases and numbers in brackets added.)

Building on this, Descartes ends up claiming that virtue is sufficient for happi-
ness. This is surprising given that, as we have seen, he considers virtue to consist,
at most, of what the first two items (instead of all three) of the quoted passage

22 [ have only been able to locate two more extensive discussions of the topic. John Marshall’s
(1998, Ch. 5) discussion does not aim to show how happiness follows from virtue but that the
three conditions of the August 4, 1645 letter to Elizabeth are almost identical to the first three
maxims of the Discourse. Marshall’s account nevertheless contains thoughtful comments on
how virtue leads to happiness, which concern the same textual territory as the interpretation I
will presently develop; see note 26 below. Svensson (2011, 240-7) presents the other discussion,
which focuses on virtue as the only perfection (and hence joy-inducing thing) completely within
our power. It should be noted that neither account finds the claim that virtue is sufficient for
happiness problematic within the Cartesian framework.

23 This account is, as Descartes puts it, “related to the three rules of morality” of the Discourse
(CSMK, 257; AT 1V, 265); however, as my focus is on his correspondence and the Passions — after
all, it is in them that Descartes elaborates his ethical thought —, I will not enter into a detailed
comparison between the maxims of the Discourse and Descartes’s later moral thought.

24 In a later letter to Christina, without any argument Descartes notes that “we cannot ever
practice any virtue [...] without receiving satisfaction and pleasure from so doing” (CSMK, 263;
AT 1V, 284). However, even if being virtuous somehow directly gave us satisfaction, that would
hardly be enough to fortify us against all different kinds of threats to happiness. Moreover, the
fact that Descartes does not here offer any argument might be taken to signal that he is relying on
the account he has already given in the letter from 4 August 1645.
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mention. So what is the role of the third condition? Why does Descartes invoke it
even though it does not seem to be part of virtue?

Descartes’s argument can be reconstructed as follows. The third condition —
according to which we must understand that if we use our will correctly, all the
good things we do not attain are outside our power — is based on something the
importance of which Descartes is keen to emphasize, namely distinguishing “ade-
quately the things which depend wholly on us from those which do not depend
on us at all” (Passions, art. 144; CSM I, 379; AT XI, 436). Now as we have seen, the
exercise of our free will is the only thing that is entirely up to us, and so Descartes
holds that only things that depend on it are in our power.

But what does this have to do not only with things we consider good but have
been unable to attain, but also — and ultimately — with happiness? The passage
continues: “In this way he will become accustomed not to desire them. For
nothing can impede our contentment except desire and regret or repentance |le
desir, & le regret ou le repentir][.]” (CSMK, 258; AT IV, 266, emphases added.)* So,
the argument consists of two claims: (1) only desire, regret, and repentance can
stand in the way of our happiness;?¢ and (2) fulfilling the third condition protects
us from them so that we will be happy should we also have fulfilled the first two
conditions by acting virtuously.

Let us begin unpacking these claims by considering what the letter says
about those things that are in our power:

[1]f we always do whatever our reason tells us, even if events show us afterwards that we
have gone wrong, we will never have any grounds for repentance, because it was not our
own fault. [...] [S]lince we have always followed the advice of our reason, we have left undone
nothing that was in our power[.] [...] It is also not necessary that our reason should be free
from error; it is sufficient if our conscience testifies that we have never lacked resolution
and virtue to carry out whatever we have judged the best course. (CSMK, 258; AT 1V, 266,
emphasis added.)

25 Passions (art. 209; CSM 1, 402; AT XI, 484f.) defines regret as the sadness we feel when have
lost a good thing without the hope of recovering it, whereas repentance is the sadness we feel
when we believe that we have done something bad for which we are to blame (art. 191; CSM 1,
396; AT XI, 472f.). The letter under discussion seems consistent with these definitions.

26 Marshall 1998, 82, sees the relationship between the three conditions and the three passions
as follows: “By following the first two rules we gain mastery over repentance and remorse, and
by following the third we gain mastery over our desires.” This is an interesting suggestion, but
as will be momentarily made clear, I prefer a different classificatory approach. See also Brown
2006, 181.
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The point is thus put in terms of repentance: we have no reason to repent any-
thing we do provided that we have judged the situation to the best of our abilities
and genuinely tried to act accordingly. The reason for this is that in such a situ-
ation, even the outcomes of our actions we afterwards find unwelcome are “not
our fault.”?” Thus, as far as things within our power are concerned, the focus is
on accountability. Here the already-mentioned emphasis on our finitude makes
its presence felt: it is simply a corollary of our finite nature that nothing more
than genuinely using our will to the best of our ability could ever be expected or
demanded of us, and so it makes no sense to repent our actions if we have done
so. In other words, our limitedness has an effect on what we are morally respon-
sible for,?® and so Descartes argues that no matter what the outcome, if we have
done everything as well as we could in the situation in which we found ourselves,
our conscience can be clear and thus free of repentance.?® By the same token, it
would be misguided to regret acting virtuously or desire to have acted otherwise.
According to Descartes, as far as things that depend on us are concerned, realiz-
ing this guards us against the three potential threats to happiness provided that
we have done everything within our power by acting virtuously.

What about those things that do not depend on us? Even if we accept that
we are not accountable for things outside our power in a way that would make
it sensible to repent them, is it not quite understandable, and ordinary, to want
or wish things to have gone otherwise? But desiring unrealized things we deem
good or regretting that things took place the way they did would, in Descartes’s
own account, stand in the way of contentment. The letter does address this issue,
albeit in a rather sketchy and convoluted manner: Descartes says that “[w]e do
not desire to have, for example, more arms or more tongues than we have, and yet
we do desire to have more health or more riches” because “we imagine that the
latter, unlike the former can be acquired by our exertions,” even when this is not
the case; moreover, we should understand “that sickness and misfortune are no
less natural to man than prosperity and health” (CSMK, 258; AT IV, 266). Here, he
introduces a line of argument that he presents much more clearly in the Passions.
The passage — important enough to be quoted at length — reads as follows:

27 In the 1647 letter to Christina, Descartes writes that what we do after having “examined the
matter as well as we are morally able [...] may be bad, but none the less we can be sure of having
done our duty” (CSMK, 325; ATV, 83f.).

28 [ am grateful to an anonymous referee for helping me in formulating this point.

29 To drive home precisely this point, a later letter states: “There would be more ground for
repentance if we had acted against our conscience, even though we realized afterwards that we
had done better than we thought” (CSMK, 269; AT 1V, 307).
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[W]e should reflect upon the fact that nothing can possibly happen other than as Providence
has determined from all eternity. Providence is, so to speak, a fate or immutable necessity,
which we must set against Fortune in order to expose the latter as a chimera which arises
solely from an error of our intellect. For we can desire only what we consider in some way
to be possible; and things which do not depend on us can be considered possible only in so
far as they are thought to depend on Fortune - that is to say, in so far as we judge that they
may happen and that similar things have happened at other times. But this opinion is based
solely on our not knowing all the causes which contribute to each effect. For when a thing
we considered to depend on Fortune does not happen, this indicates that one of the causes
necessary for its production was absent, and consequently that it was absolutely impossible
and that no similar thing has ever happened, i.e. nothing for the production of which a
similar cause was also absent. Had we not been ignorant of this beforehand, we should
never have considered it possible and consequently we should never have desired it. (Pas-
sions, art. 145; CSM 1, 380; AT XI, 438, emphases added.)

The ensuing article confirms that “we must recognize that everything is guided
by divine Providence, whose eternal decree is infallible and immutable to such an
extent that, except for matters it has determined to be dependent on our free will,
we must consider everything that affects us to occur of necessity and as it were by
fate, so that it would be wrong for us to desire things to happen in any other way”
(Passions, art. 146; CSM 1, 380; AT XI, 439).

These passages build on a distinction between fortune and providence. The
former is merely the result of our cognitive shortcomings, whereas the latter cap-
tures the way the world really is and operates. The argument is that we should
understand that all those things that do not depend on us have been “determined
from all eternity” by “infallible and immutable” providence to be the way they
are.’® Once we realize this, we no longer desire things to be otherwise because
“we can desire only what we consider in some way to be possible” and what prov-
idence has not determined to be is “absolutely impossible.”** The claim is thus
that it is a plain mistake to want anything not dependent on us to have been other-

30 Here Descartes focuses on things that do not depend on us and explicitly sets aside matters
providence “has determined to be dependent on our free will” (Passions, art. 146; CSM 1, 380; AT
X1, 439), which makes these passages especially relevant to the present interpretation. However,
it should be noted that he sometimes says that also those things that do depend on the human
will in fact depend on God (CSMK, 272, 282; AT 1V, 314, 353); in line with this, the so-called let-
ter on love formulates Cartesian providentialism in rather extreme terms (CSMK, 309f.; AT IV,
608f.). However, discussing the way in which Descartes’s notion of the freedom of will squares
with his theological cosmology would take us too far afield; for our purposes it suffices to note
that, whether entitled to it or not, Descartes firmly believes that the freedom of our will is com-
patible with God’s omnipotence (see e. g., Principles 1.41; CSM 1, 206; AT VIIIA, 20).

31 In Discourse part three, Descartes formulates the point as follows: “[O]ur will naturally tends
to desire only what our intellect represents to it as somehow possible.” (CSM I, 124; AT VI 25f.)
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wise — it is just as senseless as desiring “to have, for example, more arms or more
tongues than we have” (CSMK, 258; AT IV, 266) or “bodies of a material as indes-
tructible as diamond or wings to fly like birds” (CSM 1, 26; AT VI, 26).3* Realizing
this, Descartes argues, is enough to subdue our desires and regrets concerning
things outside our control that could threaten our peace of mind or happiness.*®

The third condition thus stands for the point that we are to separate what
depends on us from what does not, so that once we have acted virtuously by cor-
rectly using our free will — so that our conscience is clear — we can also be at
peace with everything that does not depend on us simply because we are not
to desire such impossibilities as things determined by providence to have been
otherwise. Thus, for Descartes, fulfilling the third condition makes the virtuous
agent immune to all potential threats to her happiness.

5 Intellectual Insight

According to the present interpretation, the Cartesian account of the path from
virtue to happiness involves — in addition to acting virtuously — an intellectual
insight consisting of three key components: (1) the distinction between what is
and what is not up to us, (2) the idea that we are not to blame ourselves for any-
thing we do as long as we have genuinely done our best to judge correctly and act
accordingly, and (3) the view that things outside our power are determined by
providence. The first and the last of these elements stem from an easily locatable
source: they are, of course, part and parcel of the Stoic world view. Here is an apt,
compact description of how providentialism affected the Stoic take on how to
attain a happy life: “Secure in their understanding of the providential structure
of the world, which is identical with fate, which in turn is identical with the will
of Zeus [...], [Stoic] Sages order their lives in accordance with it, assimilating their
will to the will of Zeus, living in accordance with nature, and so achieving the
smooth flow of life[.]”** Descartes clearly found this idea congenial, even though
there are, of course, many differences between him and the Stoics.*

32 Discourse also mentions not regretting that we do not possess “the kingdom of China or of
Mexico” (CSM 1, 26; AT VI, 26).

33 On useless desires, see Marshall 1998, 50-2, 110-12. Naaman-Zauderer 2010, 197, notes the
effect reflection on providence can have on our desires but ultimately emphasizes “the vir-
tue-habit of generosity” (202) as the culmination point of Cartesian ethics.

34 Hankinson 2003, 59.

35 Perhaps most notably, Descartes is not a corporealist, which in fact makes it easier for him
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If all of this is on the right track, it raises the following question: why does
Descartes consistently claim that virtue — acting according to the two-component
theory - is sufficient for happiness even though it seems clear that, according to
his own account, it is not? No answer to this question can avoid being conjectural,
at least to some extent. To begin with, it might be suggested that Descartes is,
after all, operating with a wider notion of virtue than one might think — a notion
that sets strictures to judging well. In a letter to Elizabeth from 15 September 1645
he writes:

In order to be always disposed to judge well, only two things seem to me necessary. One is
knowledge of the truth; the other is practice in remembering and assenting to this knowl-
edge whenever the occasion demands. But because nobody except God knows everything
perfectly, we have to content ourselves with knowing the truths most useful to us. (CSMK,
265; AT 1V, 291.)

The very first truth useful for judging well states that “there is a God on whom
all things depend, whose perfections are infinite, whose power is immense and
whose decrees are infallible,” which “teaches us to accept calmly all the things
which happen to us as expressly sent by God” (CSMK, 265; AT IV, 291). Now this
smacks of providentialism, and Descartes connects it to the “useful truth” con-
cerning the nobility and immortality of the soul, which “so detaches our affec-
tions from the things of this world that we look upon whatever is in the power
of fortune with nothing but scorn” (CSMK, 266; AT 1V, 292). These passages offer
textual evidence for the suggestion that when judging what to do, these truths
are to be taken into account so that they are in a way embedded in being virtu-
ous. However, this interpretation would make Descartes’s conception of virtue
intellectualistic in a way that many key passages simply do not indicate. When he
talks about employing “all the powers of one’s mind in finding out what” (CSMK,
325; AT V, 83) is the best course of action, or about judging “as well as we are
morally able” (CSMK, 325; AT V, 83f.), he does not in any way even hint that this
cognitive component of moral agency would have to contain specific truths about
anything; instead, the message is simply that one should try one’s best to judge
as well as one can to find out the appropriate course of action in the situation in
which one finds oneself.

One might also argue that, within the Cartesian framework, once one has
acted virtuously, everything one needs to do to attain happiness is already done;
one has only to realize that this is the case. That realization is, it might be con-
tinued, in fact a meta-level observation and as such not on a par with something

than for the Stoics to give an account of what is ‘up to us.” For a discussion of moral responsibility
in the corporealist determinism of the Stoics, see Brennan 2003, 292-4; Frede 2003, 201-5.
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as demanding as judging the best we can and exerting ourselves, against irresolu-
tion and passions, to act accordingly. However, meta-level or not, the realization
has concrete work to do on the path to happiness, which makes it problematic to
overlook its importance in this way.

I would suggest that Descartes downplays the intellectual insight his account
involves because he thinks that all of its three main components are innocuous
in their ubiquity. That we have control over some things and not others is — one
might argue — a platitude nobody can fail to realize. That we are not to blame
ourselves if we have done the best we could is, in turn, a piece of worldly wisdom
sensitive to our finitude.?® Finally, providentialism — by far the most substantial
component — was in Descartes’s time such a commanding view that virtually
everyone endorsed at least some variant of it: it was plainly exceptional not to
think that the world is ordered (by God) for the best, or at the very least rationally.
In fact, Descartes seems to have changed his mind somewhat on how difficult
these things are to realize. In the Discourse, he writes (about providentialism)
that “it takes long practice and repeated meditation to become accustomed to
seeing everything in this light” (CSM I, 124; AT VI, 26).> But in 1645, he writes to
Elizabeth that “there are few who cannot recognize it [the right path] well enough
when somebody else clearly points it out to them” (CSMK, 259; AT IV, 272), only to
state in the Passions that “when we apply ourselves to distinguish Fatality from
Fortune in this way, we easily acquire the habit of governing our desires” (art. 146;
CSM 1, 381; AT XI, 440). Thus, Descartes seems to have come to consider certain
views, even the one concerning providence, evident to the extent that little reflec-
tion is needed to realize them - it is enough that someone points them out to us.
Moreover, it is certainly far from implausible to think that, for Descartes, using
one’s will to judge the best one can at the very least increases the likelihood of
grasping these crucial truths.?® Still, even though this answer makes Descartes
to a certain extent blind to the philosophical presuppositions of his time, I am
inclined to think that it reveals the reason why he overlooks the weightiness of
the third condition to the extent that he declares virtue to be sufficient for happi-
ness. After all, none of us can avoid taking for granted at least some things that
form the backdrop of our thought; often this results in leaving a premise implicit
simply because one considers it so evident.

36 It arguably largely corresponds to what is nowadays called the ‘ought implies can’ principle;
on it and Descartes, see Marshall 1998, 50.

37 Naaman-Zauderer 2010, 182 n8, draws attention to this: “[W]e must become accustomed to
considering all external goods as equally beyond our power.”

38 This meshes well with his striking optimism concerning the mastery we can gain over our
passions; see Passions, art. 50; CSM 1, 348; AT XI, 370.
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6 Conclusion

According to the interpretation I have defended in this paper, Descartes’s moral
thought forms perhaps a surprisingly unified whole. The highest good equals
virtuous action, which involves two components, judging well and striving to
act according to one’s judgment. Happiness, in turn, is not the highest good but
something that is supposed to follow from it. However, an analysis of Descartes’s
argument reveals that securing happiness requires that we have a rather multi-
faceted intellectual insight into virtuous action. Descartes’s reasons for down-
playing this requirement are unclear, but I would like to point out that I do not
wish to accuse him of incoherence: I have argued instead that he leaves a key
premise implicit because the insight on which happiness (partly) rests appears
much more self-evident to him than to us; in this sense, our historical distance
allows us to see a philosophical assumption which Descartes feels extremely
comfortable operating on. Indeed, all of the three major features of the implicit
premise make their presence acutely felt in his theory of the passions: the exer-
cise of virtue, “the supreme remedy against the passions” (Passions, art. 148; CSM
I, 381; AT XI, 441), and generosity, “the general remedy for every disorder of the
passions” (Passions, art. 161; CSM 1, 388; AT XI, 454), both involve not only the
distinction between what is and what is not up to us, but also knowledge of the
fact that we are to have a clear conscience if we only have correctly used our will.
We should thus focus on and derive joy from what is up to us, acknowledging that
providence takes care of the rest and that we are to “take little account of all the
things outside us that do not depend on our free will” (CSMK, 283; AT IV, 355). The
Cartesian sage is certainly not far removed from her Stoic predecessor.>®
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