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AT 3.660'
ELISABETH TO DESCARTES

[The Hague] 6 May 1643

M. Descartes,

llearned, with much joy and regret, of the plan you had to sce me a few
days ago; | was touched equally by your charity in willing to share yourself
with an ignorant and intractable person and by the bad luck that robbed me
of such a profitable conversation. M. Palotti? greatly augmented this latter
passion in going over with me the solutions you gave him to the obscurities
contained in the physics of M. Regius.? | would have been better instructed

1. I provide the reader with the volume and page references from the Adam and Tannery edi-
tion of Descartes’ Oeuvres. The page number indicates the beginning of the page.

2. Alphense Pollot (1602~ 68), whom Elisabeth refers to as Palotti, was a gentleman-in-waiting
to the prince of Orange. In his letter to Pollot of 6 October 1642, Descartes notes his happi-
ness that Elisabeth has read and seems to approve of his Mcditations, as well as his intention to
visit The Hague to meet her (see Oevres de Descartes, ed. Charles Adam and Paul Tannery, 11
vols. [Paris: Cerf, 1897-1913; new ed., Paris: Vrin, 1964-7, reprint, Paris: Vrin, 1996; cited
hereafter as AT) 3:577-78) This letter would seem to mark Descartes’ attempt at this meeting.
Pollot’s relation to Descartes began in 1638 with an exchange, through Henricus Reneri, about
Descartes’ Discourse on the Method. Pollot, as suggested here, effected the introduction between
Descartes and Elisabeth. He appears to have tutored Elisabeth in geometry (sce Descartes
to Elisabeth, November 1645) and often served as the courier of their correspondence (see
Elisabethss letter of 24 May 1645, below), Reneri (1593-1639), a French philosopher, was a
professor of philosophy at the University of Utrecht.

3. Henri le Roy or Regius (1598-1679) was a Dutch physician who took up Descartes’ physics
and physiology and taught them as chair of medicine at the University of Utrecht, beginning
in 1638. Elisabeth’s remarks here suggest that she was tutored by Regius or at least read his
Pbysiologia sive cognitio sanitatis (Utrecht: Roman, 1641). While at Utrech, beginning in 1642,
Regius was attacked as promulgator of Cartesian philosophy by Professor of Theology Voetius.
He was supported by Descartes in these battles until 1646. At that time there was a public
falling out between Descartes and Regius upon publication of Regius's Fundamenta Physica. Des-
cartes’ side of this dispute can be seen in the French preface to the Principles and the Comments
on a Certain Broadsheet. One can see trouble ahead in their carlier 1641 correspondence: see
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on these from your mouth, as | would have been on a question | proposed to
that professor while he was in this town, and regarding which he redirected
me to you so that | might receive a satisfactory answer. The shame of show-
ing you so disordered a style prevented me, up until now, from asking you
for this favor by letter.

But today M. Palotti has given me such assurance of your goodwill to-
ward everyone, and in particular toward me, that | chased from my mind all
considerations other than that of availing myself of it. So | ask you please to
tell me how the soul of a human being (it being only a thinking substance)
can determine the bodily spirits, in order to bring about voluntary actions.
For it seems that all determination of movement happens through the impul-
sion of the thing moved, by the manner in which it is pushed by that which
moves it, or else by the particular qualities and shape of the surface of the
latter. Physical contact is required for the first two conditions, extension for
the third. You entirely exclude the one [extension] from the notion you have
of the soul, and the other [physical contact] appears to me incompatible
with an immaterial thing.* This is why [ Bsk you for a more precise defini-
tion of the soul than the one you give in your Metaphysics, that is to say, of
its substance scparate from its action, that is, from thought.® For even if we
were to suppose them inscparable (which is however difficult to prove in the
mother’s womb and in great fainting spells) as are the attributes of God, we
could, in considering them apart, acquire a more perfect idea of them.

Knowing that you are the best doctor for my soul, | expose to you quite
freely the weaknesses of its speculations, and hope that in observing the
Hippocratic oath,® you will supply me with remedics without making them
public; such 1 beg of you to do, as well as to suffer the badgerings of

Your affectionate friend at your service,

Elisabeth.

Descartes to Regius, May 1641 (AT 3:371-72, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, ed. John
Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch, and for vol. 3, Anthony Kenny, 3 vols.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984-1991, cited herealter as CSM or CSMK, re-
spectively] 181-82), December 1641 (AT 3:454-55, CSMK 199}, December 1641 (AT 3:460,
CSMK 200-201), January 1642 (AT 3:491, CSMK 491-92).

4. Fora clear statement of this claim, see the Sixth Meditation argument for the real distinction
of mind and bedy (AT 7:78, CSM 2:54).

5. Elisabeth here seems to be referencing the discussion in the paragraph subsequent to that
containing the real distinction argument (AT 7:78-80, CSM 2:54-55), wherein Descartes
details the "faculties” of extended and intellectual substances.

6. While Foucher de Careil, following Clerselier's rendering of Descartes’ response, has “ser-
ment de Harpocrates® here, AT change it to Hippocrates. AT's reasoning seems sound. Not
only do they follow the manuscripts, but the Hippocratic oath would have been well known
to both Descartes and Elisabeth. Fabricius alludes to it, and by 1643 his work had seen more
than thirty editions, one even published in Leiden in 1643 with a commentary by Meibomius.
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DESCARTES TO ELISABETH
Egmond du Hoef, 21 May 1643

Madame,

The favor with which your Highness has honored me, in allowing me
to reccive her orders in writing, is greater than | would ever have dared to
hope; and it is more consoling to my failings than what | had hoped for with
passion, which was to receive them by mouth, had | been able to be admit-
ted the honor of paying you reverence, and of offering you my very humble
services when [ was last in The Hague. For in that case | would have had too
many marvels to admirc at the same time, and secing superhuman discourse
emerging from a body so similar to those painters give to angels, | would
have been delighted in the same manner as it seems to me must be those
who, coming from the earth, enter newly into heaven. This would have
made me less capable of responding to your Highness, who without doubt
has already noticed in me this failing, when I had the honor of speaking
with her before; and your clemency wanted to assuage it, in leaving me the
traces of your thoughts on a paper, where, in rereading them several times
and accustoming myself to consider them, [ would be truly less dazzled, but
linstcad feel more wonder, in noticing that these thoughts not only seem
ingenious at the outset, but also even more judicious and solid the more one
examines them.

| can say with truth that the question your Highness proposes scems
to me that which, in view of my published writings, one can most rightly
ask me.” For there are two things about the human soul on which all the
knowledge we can have of its nature depends: one of which is that it thinks,
and the other is that, being united to the body, it can act on and be acted

Elisabeth’s later letters show her familiarity with the medical establishment, and Descartes too
had interests in medicine. Moreover, while Harpocrates, or Horus, the child, is the Egyptian
god of silence, and was 1aken up as the god of secrecy by the Greeks and Romans, there is no
oath associated with him. While Harpocrates is associated with a secret medical profession in
certain monuments, this same secret is contained in the Hippocratic oath: “About whatever |
may see or hear in treatment, or even without treatment, in the life of human beings—things
that should not ever be blurted out outside—1 will remain silent, holding such things to be
unutterable [sacred, rot to be divulged). ” Translation by Heinrich Von Staden, “In a Pure and
Holy Way: Personal and Professional Conduct in the Hippocratic Oath, * Journal of the History
of Medicitre and Allied Sciences 51 (1996): 406-8.

7. At this point, Descartes had published the Discourse on the Metbod, with accompanying essays
(1637), and the Meditations, along with Objections and Replies (1641, 1642). He says little in
those works about the philosophical basis of mind-body interaction. Gassendi, in the Fifth
Objections, had raised a similar question, though he met with a much less hospitable reply. See
AT 7:343-44, 7:389-90, 9:213, CSM 2:238-39, 266, 275-76.
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upon by it.* | have said almost nothing about the latter, and have concen-
trated solely on making the first better understood, as my principal aim was
to prove the distinction between the soul and the body. Only the first was
able to serve this aim, and the other would have been harmful to it. But, as
your Highness sces so clearly that one cannot conceal anything from her, |
will try here to explain the manner in which | conceive of the union of the
soul with the body and how the soul has the power [force] to move it.

First, [ consider that there are in us certain primitive notions that are like
originals on the pattern of which we form all our other knowledge. There
are only very few of these notions; for, after the most gencral—those of
being, number, and duration, etc. —which apply to all that we can con-
ceive, we have, for the body in particular, only the notion of extension, from
which follow the notions of shape and movement; and for the soul alone,
we have only that of thought, in which are included the perceptions of the
understanding and the inclinations of the will, and finally, for the soul and
the body together, we have only that of their union, on which depends that
of the power the soul has to move the body and the body to act on the soul,
in causing its sensations and passions.

| consider also that all human knowledge [science] consists only in dis-
tinguishing well thesc notions, and in attributing each of them only to those
things to which it pertains. For, when we want to explain some difficulty
by means of a notion which does not pertain to it, we cannot fail to be
mistaken; just as we are mistaken when we want to explain one of these
notions by another; for being primitive, each of them can be understood
only through itself. Although the use of the senses has given us notions of
extension, of shapes, and of movements that are much more familiar than
the others, the principal cause of our errors lies in our ordinarily wanting
to use these notions to explain those things to which they do not pertain.
For instance, when we want to use the imagination to conceive the nature of
the soul, or better, when one wants to conceive the way in which the soul
moves the body, by appealing to the way one body is moved by another
body.

That is why, since, in the Meditations which your Highness deigned to
read, | was trying to make conceivable the notions which pertain to the soul
alone, distinguishing them from those which pertain to the body alone, the
first thing that 1 cught to explain subsequently is the manner of conceiving

8. Agir el patir avec lui: In English, it is difficult 10 bring out the parallel between active and pas-
sive, which preserves the tie to the passions of the soul that will figure prominently in the later
correspondence.
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those which pertain to the union of the soul with the body, witI.mUt those
which pertain to the body alone, or to the soul alone. To which it stcems to
me that what | wrote at the end of my response to the sixth ObjCCtIOI'.IS can
be useful,? for we cannot look for these simple notions elsewhere than in our
soul, which has them all in itself by its nature, but which does not always
distinguish one from the others well enough, or even attribute them to the
objects to which it ought to attribute them. ‘

Thus, | believe that we have herctofore confused the notion of the
power with which the soul acts on the body with the power with which
onc body acts on another; and that we have attributed the onc and the
other not to the soul, for we did not yet know it, but to diverse qualities of
bodies, such as heaviness, heat, and others, which we have imagined to be
real, that is to say, to have an existence distinct from that of body, and by
consequence, to be substances, even though we have named them qualitics.
[n order to understand them, sometimes we have used those notions that are
in us for knowing body, and sometimes thosc which are there for knowing
the soul, depending on whether what we were attributing to them was mate-
rial or immaterial. For example, in supposing that heaviness is a real quality,
of which we have no other knowledge but that it has the power to move a
body in which it is toward the center of the earth, we have no difficulty in
conceiving how it moves the body, nor how it is joined to it; and we do not
think that this happens through a real contact of one surface against another,
for we experience in ourselves that we have a specific notion for conceiving
that; and | think that we use this notion badly, in applying it to heaviness,
which, as | hope to demonstrate in my Physics, is nothing really distinct
from body." But | do think that it was given to us for conceiving the way in
which the soul moves the body.

If 1 were to employ more words to explain myself, | would show that |
did not sufficiently recognize the incomparable mind of your Highness, and
I would be too presumptuous if 1 dared to think that my response should be
entirely satisfactory to her; but 1 will try to avoid both the one and the other
in adding here nothing more, except that if | am capable of writing or saying
something that could be agreeablie to her, | would always take it as a great
honor to take up a pen or to go to The Hague for this end, and that there is
nothing in the world which is so dcar to me as the power to obey her com-
mandments. But | cannot find a reason to obscrve the Hippocratic oath that
she enjoined me to, since she communicated nothing to me that does not

9. AT 7:444-45, CSM 2:299-300.
10. Principles 4.20-27 (AT 7A:212-16, CSM 1:268-70).
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merit being seen and admired by all men. I can only say, on this matter, that
esteeming infinitely your letter to me, [ will treat it as the misers do their trea-
sures: the more they value them the more they hide them away, and begrudg-
ing the rest of the world a view of them, they make it their sovereign good to
look at them. Thus, it will be easy for me alone to enjoy the good of seeing it,
and my greatest ambition is to be able to say and to be truly, Madame,
Your Highness's very humble and obedient servant,
Descartes.

ELISABETH TO DESCARTES
{The Hague] 10 June 1643

M. Descartes,

Your goodwill appears not only in your showing me the faults in my
reasoning and correcting them, as | expected, but also in your attempt to
console me about them in order to make the knowledge of them less an-
noying for me. But, in detriment to your judgment, you attempt to console
me about those faults with false praise. Such false praise would have been
necessary to encourage me to work to remedy them had my upbringing,
in a place where the ordinary way of conversing has accustomed me to
understand that people are incapable of giving one true praise, not made me
presume that | could not err in believing the contrary of what people speak,
and had it not rendered the consideration of my imperfections so familiar
that they no longer upset me more than is necessary to promote the desire
to rid myself of them.

This makes me confess, without shame, that | have found in myself all
the causes of error which you noticed in your letter, and that as yet | have
not been able to banish them entirely, for the lifc which | am constrained
to lead does not leave enough time at my disposal to acquire a habit of
meditation in accordance with your rules.!” Now the interests of my house,
which | must not neglect, now some conversations and social obligations
which | cannot avoid, beat down so heavily on this weak mind with an-

11. Elisabeth here seems to be referring to what Descartes writes in the preface to reader of
the Meditations, and in the postulates of the geometrical exposition of his philosophy in the
Second Replies, where he requires that his readers *meditate scriously with me, and withdraw
their minds from the senses and from all preconceived opinions” (AT 7.9, CSM 2:8, see also AT
7:1621f., CSM 2:114H.). Doing so, however, requires that one be able to “expressly rid [one's)
... mind of all worries and arrange for [oneself] . . . a clear stretch of free time, " as the meditator
does in the First Meditation (AT 7:18, CSM 2:17). It is this luxury Elisabeth cannot afford.
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noyance or boredom, that it is rendered useless for anything else at all for
a long time afterward: this will serve, | hope, as an excuse for my stupidity
in being unable to comprehend, by appeal to the idea you once had of
heaviness, the idea through which we must judge how the soul (nonex-
tended and immaterial) can move the body; nor why this power [puissance]
to carry the body toward the center of the earth, which you earlier falsely
attributed to a body as a quality, should sooner persuade us that a body can
be pushed by some immaterial thing, than the demonstration of a contrary
truth (which you promise in your physics) should confirm us in the opinion
of its impossibility. In particular, since this idea (unable to pretend to the
same perfection and objective reality as that of God) can be feigned due to
the ignorance of that which truly moves these bodies toward the center,
and since no material cause presents itself to the senses, one would then
attribute this power to its contrary, an immaterial cause. But 1 nevertheless
have never been able to conceive of such an immaterial thing as anything
other than a negation of matter which cannot have any communication
with it.

! admit that it would be easier for me to concede matter and extension
to the soul than to concede the capacity to move a body and to be moved
by it to an immaterial thing. For, if the first is achieved through information,
it would be necessary that the spirits, which cause the movements, were
intelligent, a capacity you accord to nothing corporcal.'? And even though,
in your Metaphysical Meditations, you show the possibility of the second, it is
altogether very difficult to understand that a soul, as you have described it,
after having had the faculty and the custom of reasoning well, can lose all of
this by some vapors, and that, being able to subsist without the body, and
having nothing in common with it, the soul is still so governed by it.

But after all, since you have undertaken to instruct me, | entertain these
sentiments only as friends which I do not intend to keep, assuring myself
that you will explicate the naturc of an immaterial substance and the manner
of its actions and passions in the body, just as well as you have all the other
things that you have wanted to teach. | beg of you also to believe that you

12. 1 have here retained the French information. It is hard to determine what theoretical model
Elisabeth is adverting to. On the one hand, it is tempting to think that she is invoking the
Aristotelian doctrine that the soul is the form of the body and so informs the body. On the
other hand, her concern with the intelligence of corporeal spirits suggests that she is referring
to a Stoic account of cognitive faculties and intentional action. The Stoics explained the cohe-
sion of bodies and their motions toward some end, as well as the rational faculties Descartes
accords to the soul {(and so, one might say, the information of substances), by appeal to that
part of matter termed preuma.
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could not perform this charity to anyone who felt more the obligation she
has 1o you as?

Your very affectionate friend,

Elisabeth.

DESCARTES TO ELISABETH

28 June 1643, Egmond du Hoef

Madame,

I have a very great obligation to your Highness in that she, after hav-
ing borne my explaining myself badly in my previous letter, concerning
the question which it pleased her to propose to me, deigns again to have
the patience to listen to me on the same matter, and to give me occasion to
note the things which | omitted. Of which the principal ones seem to me to
be that, after having distinguished three sorts of ideas or primitive notions
which are each known in a particular way and not by a comparison of the
one with the other—that is, the notion that we have of the soul, that of
the body, and the union which is between the soul and the body—'l ought
to have explained the difference between these three sorts of notions and
between the operations of the soul through which we have them, and to
have stated how we render each of them familiar and casy to us. Then, after
that, having said why [ availed myself of the comparison with hcavir')css |
ought to have made clear that, even though one might want to conceive 'of
the soul as material (which, strictly speaking, is what it is to conceive its
union with the body), one would not cease to know, after that, that the soul
is separable from it. That is, | think, all of what your Highness has prescribed
me to do here.

First, then, [ notice a great difference between these three sorts of no-
tions. The soul is conceived only by the pure understanding [l'entendement];
the body, that is to say, extension, shapes, and motions, can also be knowr;
by the understanding alone, but is much better known by the understand-
ing aided by the imagination; and finally, those things which pertain to the
union of the soul and the body are known only obscurely by the under-
standing alone, or even by the understanding aided by the imagination; but
they are known very clearly by the senses. From which it follows that timose
who never philosophize and who use only their senses do not doubt in the
lcast that the soul moves the body and that the body acts on the soul. But
they consider the one and the other as one single thing, that is to say, they
conceive of their union. For to conceive of the union between two tl1i;1gs is
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to conceive of them as one single thing. Metaphysical thoughts which exer-
cise the pure understanding serve to render the notion of the soul familiar.
The study of mathematics, which exercises principally the imagination in its
consideration of shapes and movements, accustoms us to form very distinct
notions of body. And lastly, it is in using only life and ordinary conversations
and in abstaining from meditating and studying those things which exercise
the imagination that we learn to conccive the union of the soul and the body.

[ almost fear that your Highness will think that [ do not speak seriously
here. But this would be contrary to the respect | owe her and that | would
never neglect to pay her. And [ can say with truth that the principal rule |
have always observed in my studies, and that which [ believe has served me
the most in acquiring some bit of knowledge, is that | never spend more than
a few hours cach day in thoughts which occupy the imagination, and very
few hours a year in those which occupy the understanding alone, and that |
give all the rest of my time to relaxing the senses and resting the mind; | even
count, among the excrcises of the imagination, all serious conversations and
everything for which it is necessary to devote attention. It is this that has
made me retirc to the country. For even though in the most populated city
in the world [ could have as many hours to myself as | now employ in study, |
would nevertheless not be able to use them so usefully, since my mind would
be distracted by the attention the bothers of life require. | take the liberty to
write of this here to your Highness in order to show that | truly admire that,
amid the affairs and the cares which persons who are of a great mind and of
great birth neverlack, she has been able to attend to the meditations which are
required in order to know well the distinction between the soul and the body.

But I judged that it was these meditations, rather than these other
thoughts which require less attention, that have made her find obscurity in
the notion we have of their union; as it does not scem to me that the human
mind is capable of conceiving very distinctly, and at the same time, the dis-
tinction between the soul and the body and their union, since to do so it is
necessary to conccive them as one single thing and at the same time to con-
ceive them as two, which is contradictory. On this matter (supposing your
Highness still had the reasons which prove the distinction of the soul and
body at the forefront of her mind and not wanting to ask her to remove them
from there in order to represent to herself the notion of the union that cach
always experiences within himself without philosophizing, in knowing that
he is a single person who has together a body and a thought, which are of
such a nature that this thought can move the body and sense what happens
to it), l availed myself in my previous letter of a comparison between heavi-
ness and thosc other qualitics which we commonly imagine to be united to
some bodies just as thought is united to our own, and [ was not worried that
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this comparison hangs on qualities that are not real, even though we imagine
them so, since | believed that your Highness was alrcady cntirely persuaded
that the soul is a substance distinct from body.

But since your Highness notices that it is casier to attribute matter and
extension to the soul than to attribute to it the capacity to move a body and to
be moved by onc without having matter, 1 beg her to feel free to attribute this
matter and this extension to the soul, for to do so is to do nothing but conceive
it as united with the body. After having well conccived this and having expe-
rienced it within herself, it will be easy for her to consider that the matter that
she has attributed to this thought is not the thought itself, and that the cxten-
sion of this matter is of another nature than the extension of this thought, in
that the first is determined to a certain place, from which it excludes all other
extended bodies, and this is not the case with the second. In this way your
Highness will not neglect to return easily to the knowledge of the distinction
between the soul and the body, even though she has conceived their union.

Finally, though 1 believe it is very necessary to have understood well
once in one’s life the principles of metaphysics, since it is these that give
us knowledge of God and of our soul, I also believe that it would be very
harmful 1o cccupy one's understanding often in meditating on them. For in
doing so, it could not attend so well to the functions of the imagination and
the senses. The best is to content oneself in retaining in one's memory and in
one’s belief the conclusions that one has at one time drawn from such medi-
tation, and then to employ the rest of the time one has for study in those
thoughts where the understanding acts with imagination or the senses.

The extreme devotion which | have to serve your Highness makes me
hope that my frankness will not be disagreeable to her. She would have
here received a longer discourse in which | would have tried to clarify all at
once the difficulties of the question asked, but for a new annoyance which
I have just learned about from Utrecht, that the magistrate summons me in
order to verify what I wrote about one of their ministers—no matter that
this is a man who has slandered me very indignantly and that what | wrote
about him in my just defense was only teo well known to the world—and
so | am constrained to finish here, in order that [ may go find the means to
extricate myself as soon as | can from this chicanery.” | am, &c.

13. See the Letter to Voetius, AT 8B:3-194, Parts of this very long letter are translated in CSMK
220-24. This letter, which was published in Latin and simultaneously in Flemish translation in
May 1643, was written as a reply to the pointed published attacks on Cartesianism by Voetius.
Voetius, as rector of the University of Utrecht, had carlier arranged for the formal condemnation
of Cartesian philosophy at the university. For further reading on this dispute, see Verbeek and
Marion, La querelle d'Utrecht), and Verbeck, Descartes and the Dutch. See also Descartes to Father Di-
net, esp. AT 7:582(f., CSM 2:3931f., and the postscript of Elisabeth's letter of 22 Junc 1645 below.
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