




Context and self-related reflection: Elisabeth of Bohemia’s way to address the moral objectiveness – forthcoming/last draft

Katarina Ribeiro Peixoto

Abstract
In this work I intend to explore the textual and conceptual roots of the moral view in the Early Modern Rationalism of Cartesian spectrum as detected by Elisabeth of Bohemia. To this intent, I will drive my analysis, first, to the remark Descartes adds to his own provisional morality of the Discourse in the Letter of August 4th, 1645 to Elisabeth. Second, I will approach the two aspects of her reply to Descartes, both in her Letter of September 13th 1645, which I call a) the contextual aspect – with which she excludes the hypotheses of an infinite science at the service of assessing the good and b) the self-related aspect, with which the philosopher of Bohemia address the moral objectiveness as an intrinsic practical value, obtained by the passions that may lead to reasonable actions. The upshot is a practical and affective moral view, in which the normative trait of some passions of the soul can be taken as the explanation of an intentional infrastructure of the mind, without, however, a theory of ideas as such playing an explicit role. Instead of a representational endeavor, Elisabeth of Bohemia claims a kind of self-awareness from the discovery of a passionate function as an expression of the adequate measure between happiness and morality of actions. That kind of awareness, I shall demonstrate, is what objectiveness consists in.
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Introduction  

If there is any practical philosophy as such in Cartesian philosophy, it is due to Elisabeth of Bohemia’s (Shapiro 2013) finding in Metaphysical Meditations. By practical philosophy as such in Cartesianism I mean this: a theory of action in a practical (moral, political, social) somewhat mind-related domain. The bond between a mind-related domain and voluntary actions does not seem to be explainable by an evident causal mechanism and that seems to be one of the reasons why Descartes took some time (two years) to recognize the problem as Elisabeth presents it. Elisabeth's first question, as I understand it, supposes the non-applicability of a causal (mechanistic) explanation, such as the one that explains the movement between bodies. What Elisabeth demands from Descartes is an explanation of how the mind, being a single substance, can give rise to voluntary actions. There is no agreement in the literature as to what exactly Elisabeth wanted to know, although there is some agreement as to the fact that Descartes did not answer her satisfactorily (Garber 2001; Shapiro 1999, 2013, 2019; Alanen 2005; Ebbersmeyer 2020); be that as it may, clarity about the nature of the issue seem to rely on an interpretation of the Correspondence as a set.
In fact, over the six years of epistolary exchange, one can observe a dialogical dynamic characteristic of the Eighth Objections and Replies1  Antonia Lolordo (“Descartes’s Philosophy of Mind and its Early Critics” (2019) In: Philosophy of Mind in the Early Modern Ages. Rebecca Copenhaver (Ed.) vol. 4, Routledge, pp. 69-90) called the Correspondence with Elisabeth as such and I think she is right, so I’m following it. . So, if it is true that Descartes did not answer Elisabeth's first question satisfactorily, it is also true that, especially from August 1645 onwards, there is a change in the philosopher's treatment of questions and in the status of the dialogue as such. This change, for Descartes, occurs from the moment he becomes aware that Elisabeth is ill. If we follow her replies to Descartes, in the first two years, we can identify that, for her, the change in the Correspondence originates in the formulation of the problem that drives her philosophical interest at least from the Letter of September 13, 1645.
If the choice for a path that recognizes a dialogical dynamic is consistent, it is due to a regard on the nature of this epistolary exchange. For Elisabeth of Bohemia does not address Descartes as an interlocutor among others, say, a doctor or theologian or philosopher of nature interested in questions about the status of ideas, the nature of the ontological argument, or the argument of cogito. The landmark of the correspondence of Elisabeth and Descartes, from her perspective, seems to be rather that of someone who is not speaking as a philosopher, or doctor, or theologian, but of a reader or student searching for an explanation of an experience. That expectation is in turn referred into Elisabeth's reading of Metaphysical Meditations. The perspective adopted here is therefore practical in a strong sense: both in the broad sense of a theory of actions, somewhat anchored in some intentional, say, representational vehicle (inspired by her reading of the Meditations), as in the strictly practical sense, of the will, passions, and actions. Accordingly, Elisabeth asks Descartes not only for discretion (because she was shy), but for an Hippocratic oath.
In the present work, I intend to explore the practical and epistemic character in Elisabeth’s thought within the dialogical dynamics between Elisabeth and Descartes. This dynamic seems to be what drives the Princess of Bohemia: the search for an adequate direction of voluntary actions, between internal well-being and prudence guided by the context in which she finds herself. As I will try to make clear, this sense of the adequate direction of voluntary actions will be treated as objectiveness and not as objectivity. That is to say, as something self-related. During the epistolary exchange, Elisabeth develops a position that seems to have two aspects of a moral view of her own, though not requiring the substantial monist metaphysical framework (as we may find in Spinoza’s Ethics, for example), but in a practical context of actions and passions of the soul.
None of these statements are assented in the literature; there is some exploratory work to be done in order to enlighten the issue of the moral objectiveness in Elisabeth of Bohemia’s Rationalism. As I read it, the Princess finds what come to be presented as a twofold moral view from her finding in the Metaphysical Meditations, that is to say, from the discovery of an eventual explanation for voluntary actions that do not rely on the characteristic mechanism of Cartesian ontology, nor on a foundationalist path anchored in the cogito and in a theory of ideas. This approach, as a take it, is practical and contextual and I suggest it has two tenets. The first is a contextual one and the second (underlying it) that of the conscientia. The contextual aspect “a)” plays a key role in the determination of aspect “b)”, although without a bold metaphysical reflection. It is true that women philosophers recovered in history have among their paramount expressions practical concerns (Shapiro 2005), however, the practical trait of Elisabeth’s thinking is not in full given at first sight, not even to Descartes, whom she addresses, starting a long-lasting epistolary exchange. In fact,  aspect “b)” seems to be somewhat immanent and only starts to be addressed as such after Descartes’s addition of a crucial remark to his provisional moral code, first presented in the Third Part of Discourse. From then on, both aspects of Elisabeth’s moral view came to light. Thus, it is worth stepping into what is not given so as to have a bit of context from the addition Descartes makes to his own quotation of the provisional moral in his Letter of August 1645 to the Princess of Bohemia onwards.
This text contains 2 parts. The first I dedicate to the analysis of the remark made by Descartes in his Letter to Elisabeth of August 4th, 1645. In this part the objective will be to demonstrate how the French philosopher is lead to find in his method a way of dealing with the problem posed by his friend, the Princess, after he became aware of her debilitated health condition. To do so I will depart from the turning point in the epistolary exchange, which happens, as I read it (that is to say, if we take her perspective in the exchange in its full sense), from his Letter of August 4th 1645. The second part begins with her reply to the additional remark Descartes makes in his return to the provisional moral code, in the Letter she addresses on 13th September 1645, in which we may observe both aforementioned aspects “a)” and “b)” as if claimed by her. In the third and final part, I intend to assess the extension of Elisabeth’s finding in the Cartesian practical thought, because of her query. We may eventually discover that Elisabeth tried to face the challenge of the moral objectiveness by means of the self-related reflection among others and her own affective environment.

1 –Towards the practical turn

What I take as a practical turn in this epistolary exchange relies on the fixation of a common ground among peers, from the awareness, by Descartes, of her health condition. So, it may seem adequate to say that the real dialogue between philosophers begins when Descartes, after two years of epistolary exchange, recognizes the practical perspective that guides the discussion from her point of view. Then, Descartes starts to address Elisabeth's health condition (Letter of May or June 1645, AT IV, 218) as if seeking to repair his previous fault. In that exchange of recommendations and counseling still of things apparently external to Cartesian method, one can recognize the two strands of context and self-related reflection coming into play.

1.1 – Self-related contentment: myself alone x sinning against duty

Descartes tries to make some ordinary suggestions to his friend, soon after becoming aware of her health condition. In the Letter of May/June 1645, he insists in saying that the health measures against unhappy thoughts should be found within oneself (internally): “I have always had the inclination to regard things which present themselves to me from the most favorable perspective and to make my principal contentment depend on myself alone” (AT, IV, 221 – my emphasis). The intent here seems to be to encourage Elisabeth, though she thinks otherwise. In her Reply of June 22nd, 1645, we read:
If I could make my mind conform to your last precepts, there is no doubt that I would cure myself promptly of maladies of the body and weakness of the mind. But I confess that I find it difficult to separate from the senses and the imagination those things that are continuously represented to them in conversation and in letters, so that I do not know how to avoid them without sinning against my duty (AT, IV, 234 – my emphasis).

A hasty reading can take this statement as a practical and epistemic side-taking of the body and sensitivity, instead of inner data (that is, mind modifications as ideas or passions of the soul). But if we go a bit further we may find that things are less obvious than they might seem, in Elisabeth’s thought. We may eventually verify that there are two different ways of approaching unhappy thoughts that can make one ill: the one from inside and the other, as I will explore farther, “in between”. These two ways don’t fall in fact under a two-ways dynamic, pointing to two different directions (as will become clear), due mostly to Elisabeth’s claim that she was not able to separate herself in order to be able to become indifferent to the circumstances she was in. She claims a perspective of being among others and, with more emphasis, the philosopher of Bohemia seems to not remove herself off the circumstances of actions or even to accept the possibility of take a stand differently from that, under the risk of committing “sin” against her “duty”. She is there referring to her social condition and the power and responsibilities linked to it. There are, then, two strands in dialogue here: an internalist one, from Descartes, and a social one, from Elisabeth. Eventually, more than merely strands, there is also some normative aspect at play, not only because the conversation turns into a health discussion, but because she inserts her social position as a kind of coercive command.

1.2 – The additional remark: “No one has ever explained it in this way”

Between June and August of 1645, Descartes sends three different Letters to Elisabeth2  It is true that some Letters of this Correspondence are lost. The interpretation now suggested, however, seems consistent with de dialogical dynamic at play. . The French philosopher thus resorts to an expedient that still denotes the strangeness of moral concern as an issue of his own philosophical program: the proposal of reading together Seneca’s De vita beata (AT, IV, 224); although he adds his reservations against the neo-stoic view: according to him, it would be just derivative from external circumstances (destiny). Aligned with his internalist view, Descartes is still unaware of the practical implications of his own method, though he adds to the previous bibliographical suggestions his view in contrast to Seneca’s. The proposal is made 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” (AT, IV, 263). There are at least two aspects in the neo-stoicism that serve the purpose of helping his friend: 1) the naturalist and faithless approach and 2) the use of natural reason as “a guide” to happiness. Then, the French philosopher presents, for the first time, the conceptual puzzle that will occupy both of them, namely, Seneca’s thesis about beatitude:
“Vivere omnes beat volunt, sed ad pervidendum quid sit quod beaam vitam efficiat, caligant” (“All men want to live happily, but as to seeing clearly what brings about a happy life, they are in a fog3 Lisa Shapiro’s translation. I’m using the Translated and Edited Correspondence Between Elisabeth and Descartes made by professor Shapiro.  ”), that is the first sentence of Seneca’s dialogue. The first problem is to face the external aspect of moral criteria in the neo-stoic moral view: “It is necessary to know what vivere beate means, I would say, in French, to live happily [vivere hereusement], if there wasn’t a difference between good fortune [l’heur] and true happiness [beatitude]”. It may not yet be clear how it happens, but this is the first step following an underlying shift. For it seems unequivocal that there is a sort of mismatch between words and meanings, as noted by Shapiro, in her note to this passage:
L’heur here adverts to good fortune, and so heureux 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 I will translate its adverbial form en béatitude as ‘happily’. In latter 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 happy and fortunate. (AT IV, 264, note 60, p. 97).  

As it will become clear, all of these remarks on the best way to translate an expression is not a trait of a vernacular, but of a conceptual fuzzy zone of an underlying shifting. For while Descartes was concerned with happiness as a health issue, Elisabeth seems to view it as something entangled with other things. It is correct that, in this same letter of 04 August 1643, the French philosopher presents the tenets at stake in Seneca’s expression of “good fortune”, to establish his contrasted view with the one expressed there.
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 perfect contentment of the mind and an internal satisfaction that those who are not favored by fortune ordinarily do not have and that the sages acquire without fortune’s favor. Thus, to live beate, to live happily, is nothing but to have a mind that is perfectly content and satisfied (AT, IV, 264).

We may identify three traits in the approach above: 1) there is a problem in Seneca’s conception of good fortune due to its indifference with respect to the subject of knowledge, so there could be, in his neo-stoic program, happiness without knowledge, which Descartes considers unduly giving place to unfairness, insofar happiness could be independent of the action domain; 2) true happiness should depend upon one’s mind being in perfect internal satisfaction with itself, without destiny’s favor (or any sort of external determination) and 3) being happy is something the mind can and should do by itself. Descartes goes further and suggests to Elisabeth his provisional morality, as presented in the Third Part of Discourse, then reaffirming that there are two kinds of sovereign contentment: one dependent on us and another independent of us and thus out of reach. This provisional moral code is explained by Descartes according to three rules. Rule number one: it is more useful to be guided by moderate opinion so as to not “sinning against the good sense” (ATVI, 23); rule number two: acting decisively as a “traveler” when find himself as if lost in a forest, without wandering about other possible ways, but keeping one and only direction (ATVI, 25), and rule number three: “master myself rather than fortunes, and changing desires rather than the order of the world” (ATVI, 25-6). A way to summarize these rules could goes like this: be moderate in judgments, among others; act in one direction when lost, no matter what and, finally, master your own self, rather than desiring to change the world.
For Elisabeth, there are some difficulties in this code (even taking into account the internalist emphasis added by the French philosopher to it). She disdains this neo-stoic approach represented by Seneca, while aligning her thought to what she finds in Cartesian philosophy and goes even further than the remarks the French philosopher had made to the neo-stoic suggestions of how to be happy. Then, in the same Letter, when resuming the provisional moral code once explained in the Third Part of Discourse, Descartes shows the novelty after presenting the second rule of this moral code as follows: to have a “constant resolution to execute all that reason advises him to do, without having the passions or appetites turning him away from it. It is the firmness of this resolution that I believe ought to be taken to be virtue, even though I know of no one who has ever explained it in this way” (AT, IV, 265 – my emphasis). That last sentence is not present in the Discourse, and it is not an innocent statement.

1.3 – Seneca’s De Vita Beata: a proposal “without method”

Until then, the French philosopher seems to be concerned with defending happiness and health as a result of firm observance of reason and reflection on one’s own mind and mental states, without giving in to passions. Elisabeth responds with two objections, on August 16th, 1645.
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 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. ... I demand nothing other than that you continue to correct Seneca. I do so, not because your manner of reasoning is most extraordinary, but because it is the most natural that I have encountered and seems to teach me nothing new, but instead allows me to draw from my mind pieces of knowledge I have not yet apprehended, (AT, IV, 269 – emphasis mine)

From this reply, Elisabeth takes a stand for her moral quest. First, she thinks that the Cartesian method is more fundamental and must precede edifying considerations from outside. Also, it should be noted here how plausible it is that Elisabeth may have searched the Cartesian method not to challenge it, but because she considered it the most natural. Second, there is a moral problem in the way Seneca deals with privilege. Here, on her own path, Elisabeth takes a stand in the so-called debate on luxury, or on the morality of privilege, which would mark the moral and political discussion throughout the 17th and the 18th century; in a sentence, Elisabeth does not just refuse that good is determined out of the mind (aligned with Descartes); she also refuses that injustices should be accepted as an expression of fortune (as something that occurs in spite of human action). In doing so, once again, the philosopher of Bohemia claims her social position, as a leader and as socially privileged despite all the misfortunes of her family, revealing as it seems, her own thinking (Shapiro 2013, 2019; Ebbersmeyer 2020). While Descartes critiques the external and thus arbitrary character of Seneca’s conception of good fortune, due to its inevitable epistemic opacity, Elisabeth takes it so also in its practical (say, normative) trait. There is a problem of epistemic criterion not only in choosing whether to reward a good action or not; the unfairness may be verified in the luxury as well. The lack of method would entail the acceptance of unfairness, as she emphasizes in the second part of this Letter, when mentioning Epicurus and the differences between what she takes as a traditional (philosophically speaking) point of view and a social one (such as hers).
When Epicurus was struggling to convince his friends that he felt no pain from this kidney stones, instead of crying like the vulgar, he was leading the life of the philosopher, and not that of a prince or a captain or a courtier (…) [he] knew that nothing could come 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 occasions regret seems to me inevitable. (AT, IV, 270).

In the letter of September 13th, 1645, we may observe a normative trait being advanced at the service of a more developed philosophical view. She ponders about the link between rational knowledge that would have to be sufficient for virtuous action and the perfectibility of that action. If what is required is knowledge, would it be necessary to have an “infinite science” or an infinite understanding, to act virtuously? There is also a quest for a criterion of distinction between passions, insofar she does not take it as being only at odds with the reasonable actions. This distinction seems to be at the root of the search for a definition of passion, which Elisabeth makes at the end of this letter. The claim of a constructive trait in passions of the mind leads Elisabeth and Descartes to level their philosophical dialogue upon to the furniture of the mind. The fact that the philosopher of Bohemia at any time gets rid of a politically coercive condition illuminates the intelligibility of a conception of action as something that occurs in an inter-subjective landscape. It is as if she had stated that it is not practical or even epistemically feasible to dissociate from the senses and the imagination. The discussion on the will also demand a deeper reflection on the nature and horizon of action, among others; Elisabeth offers a realistic horizon for thought about freedom in inter-subjective voluntary actions, a philosophical position of her own.

2 - Context and self-related reflection: Elisabeth’s moral view

Elisabeth's moral thought is presented in an explicit and developed way in her Letters from 13th September 1645 on. There we find her straightforward considerations, in a dialogue among peers, on moral issues entangled in the Cartesian framework of mind and will. At this point, it is worth noting that her way of approaching the roots and the structure of the moral objectiveness may be taken as having two aspects: a) a contextual framing (which is not determined by a metaphysical landscape) and b) a self-related trait (which is not indifferent or withdrawn from the environment). With those the philosopher of Bohemia addresses the ambivalence that she had detected in the passions of the soul in her self-related objectiveness quest.

2.1 – Context as epistemic boundary

The first strand is contextual and seems to operate as both horizon for actions and as their epistemic boundary. In Elisabeth's Letters from September 1645 to the end of 1649 we may observe the issue of moral objectiveness as a sort of social issue backing her exchange with Descartes. I will take Elisabeth’s conception of context as an epistemic boundary which falls under aspect “a)”. We will then be able to explore how complex and challenging the way Elisabeth addresses the normative scope of moral actions is. In order to proceed, we have, first, to heed the role of the exclusion of the hypotheses of an infinite science (and after also that of an infinite knowledge) at the service of her quest for objectiveness in moral life.
 Soon after her critique of Seneca’s complacence to luxury as corollary of a gift from fortune, Elisabeth takes a stand with respect to rewards and fairness. Again, her social condition is stated in order to demarcate the problem involved in the complexity of the right path to follow as, in case of lack of a measure, due to the opacity of pleasures and habit. The exile of her family seems to play a key role in Elisabeth's thought. The fact that she was almost her whole life dealing with the difficulties of exile and Europe's religious and territorial conflagration in the Early Modern Period is present in many Letters of this Correspondence. Her family was directly affected by the Thirty Years' War (1618-1648) and she stood out not only as an intellectual, but as a social and political leader of her family. She assumed leadership roles and responsibilities tied to the family legacy and also took sides in disputes of a religious nature with a political impact: Elisabeth refused to convert to Catholicism to marry the King of Poland Wladislav IV Wasa (1595-1648). She leaves The Hague for taking the side of one of the brothers (Philip) in an armed conflict and then breaks up with another brother, Edward, who divorced to marry a Catholic, Anne of Gonzaga, converting to Catholicism. After the establishment of the Peace of Westphalia, ending the Thirty Years' War, Elisabeth and her family saw the restoration of the Palatinate, but the differences with her brother's decision to convert made her decision to leaves Heidelberg. She will only finally be welcomed in Herford, where she becomes a local leadership and an Abbess. There, Elisabeth performs social and political functions and uses her power and influence to protect dissenting religious minorities, such as Dutch Labadists and English Quakers. The tasks of an aristocrat in exile and the responsibilities linked to this condition were mentioned several times by her in the letters to Descartes. She would have neither the time nor the freedom to practice philosophy, and she was always busy with the affairs of the social relations of the court life. Taking the social context as an epistemic frontier, instead of a pre-established or immanent metaphysical landscape, is appropriate to the horizon of voluntary actions, for Elisabeth. And although she regretted the condition and lived through the misfortunes of her family, she continued to exercise power functions and thinking about power relations. That is what stand for the root of her quest for the right measure of prudence for the actions within the Cartesian project as it is in the Metaphysical Meditations (Ebbersmeyer 2020)
It is according to that practical and somewhat coercive context that we may approach her concerns about the right measure for actions. And, along the same lines, on the problem of deliberation between the risk of repentance – due to imprudence, say, when following only pleasure of contentment as criterion – and the Cartesian requirement of knowledge in order to achieve the good. To the risk of a reckless action Elisabeth opposes the impossibility of achieving or being informed by an “infinite science” (AT, IV, 289): “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 life, one would need to possess an infinite science”. So, the context seems to lie somewhere between contentment and perfect knowledge. And it will become clear for the Philosopher of Bohemia that neither alternative is what drives her search for a target for the right action, that is to say, for objectiveness.
We could formulate the issue she seems to have in mind in this way: 1) on what basis my contentment can be taken as a measure for my moral actions and 2) how far (what is the adequate measure, to what extent) can I know what I should so as to act morally? Although it may be taken as a classical formulation of a deliberative puzzle familiar sounding to an Aristotelian eye, that is not the case, due to the role that “2)” plays in this assessment of good, that is to say, due to her epistemic, say rationalist, commitment. To summarize Elisabeth herself, in the Letter of August 1644 (AT, IV, 132), one should follow the good that is known by one’s understanding. So, the point is not only that I can chose between, say, “1)” or “not-1)”, but also that we have to know better, that is, we have to know how to choose the adequate “1)”. This complexity pushes Elisabeth to reveal the strength of her partial viewpoint, limited by others and entangled with passions, in an exchange of mental and humor states at least in the relatively neutral (in practical matters) level. In other words, there is no object or objectiveness whatsoever, insofar as all that she has available to her reflection, here, is her inner life as such, perhaps as a fruition, more of an epistemic sort. “One always changes one’s mind about the 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”. (AT, IV, 289). However (or because of it), the mere fact that some passions seem to do good rather than any harm, leads Elisabeth to wonders if it would not be the case to search for a more comprehensive definition of passions:
I would also like to see you define the passions, in order to know them better. For those call them perturbations of the mind would persuade me that the force of the passions consists only in overwhelming and subjecting reason to them, if experience did not show me that there are passions that do carry us to reasonable actions. But I 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 (AT, IV, 290 – emphasis mine)

Lisa Shapiro considers this demand as “leading Descartes to write the Passions of the Soul” (Note 79, AT, IV, 290. P. 110). As the root of a textual and conceptual work, this passage deserves attention to Elisabeth’s steps. After the exclusion of the hypotheses of an infinite science which would supposedly be necessary in order to know the adequate extension of a moral action; after the realization of the opacity in a context of passions, Elisabeth turns her attention to her own passions while pushing Descartes to deliver an improved definition of the passions. The explanatory aspect underlying her quest seems clearer: it is her experience with her own passions that presents the need for a Cartesian (and not neo-stoic) approach of passions. It is from that on that the normative aspect of passions, inside her mind, comes into play.
In this quest for a more comprehensive definition of passions, Elisabeth has to exclude not only the hypotheses of an infinite science, but also the input of a metaphysical framing. In this path the statute and scope of the immortality of the soul, the dualistic imposition of its superiority with respect to the body, and of the nature of God and the rules of nature as presented in the Third Part of Principles (AT, IV, 303) are replaced by a practical context. Then she questions Descartes about the measure of the evil which one can bring upon oneself or against the public life. “For the sake of public against the good which will accrue to the public, without the evils seeming greater 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?” (AT, IV, 303). An expectation for a more precise definition of passion reveals itself as a result of moral concern: not only are contentment or unhappiness at stake, but also the possible harm to others.
The epistemic inquiry is at the service of practical problems, however, so far, of moral nature only (the political nature will have its place some years from then). To that Letter in which Elisabeth had questioned the nature of evil actions against oneself or against other persons, Descartes responds with a peculiar notion of “agitation of the spirits” (AT, IV, 311), with which “evil” would be somewhat presented, as something to be avoided as such. Elisabeth’s search, though, depends upon, first, the exchange of passions; second, the experience she has with her passions, when she discovers an asymmetry between passions that make us carry out reasonable actions and those that do not. Then, she goes on to explore the issue of criterion for moral agency. Following these steps, we may grasp why she proceeds to exclude the hypotheses of an infinite science as well as the metaphysical framework as it is in the Principles.
Furthermore, Elisabeth keeps supporting her inquiry in her experience, so that the last criterion that is admissible is closely related to her experiences in her social environment. She seems to be clear, however, that neither her experience nor the context afford, in fact, “the last word” on the issue of objectiveness: her inquiry is based and (as I shall explore direct to) a self-related reflection, as an epistemic and practical device. Accordingly, the way she views the finding of an ambivalence in the passions seems to open an epistemic path backing up her experience. And as I read it, this underlying structure is what occupies Descartes’s last work: Passions of the Soul (1649). Within the epistemic boundary of a practical context in which she is in, with her social and political condition, her mind came into the scene, as an object of a self-related experience, that is to say, as conscience: an infra-structure that explains the self-related objectiveness. This self-related objectiveness unravels a new path to the rationalist mind according to Elisabeth.

2.2.  The Self-related objectiveness required to assess the adequate good

Let me begin this sub-section with a clarification. What do I take as objectiveness and in what would that expression have another sense than that of, say, “objectivity”? I consider that objectiveness has an aspect of what the object is for the subject who perceives or wants, and objectivity has a representational aspect external to the subject and shared with others, since the beginning of the experience. Then, due to the displacements promoted by Descartes as a result of Elisabeth's provocation, it will become clear how this distinction conveys an underlying shift of a practical nature.
We have seen that Elisabeth’s quest is, from the beginning, for an explanation of the voluntary actions, by means of the determination of what she calls “bodily spirits”. So one would have the determined bodily spirit and, as the outcome of that determination, there would be discovered the explanation of the nature of voluntary actions. The grammatical junction between a corporeal adverb (a manner of the body) with an immaterial mind should mean a red flag, signaling something not allowed by the metaphysics of Cartesian substantial dualism. The Princess was not unaware of the argument of the real distinction (AT, VII, 78) and did not express any criticism against it, nor against dualism, for that matter. To the fact that Descartes had taken some time (two years) to seriously consider what she was questioning, Elisabeth replied with new formulations of the same question and, as far as an exchange between peers was developing (after august 1645), she went on refining her position and did not withdraw from there in any way whatsoever.
What is this position, after all? As I read it and have already mentioned above, that is a practical stance: moral and social, which expresses a self-related objectiveness, that is, a reflection upon the social and moral traits of a conscience. This exploratory path is not easy, considering that the sign of such stance, that is to say, a theory of ideas or, perhaps, a theory of sensations, is not available. That is so because in the Eight Set of Objections and Replies we are not exposed to a theory of ideas or to a direct dialogue on the nature of ideas. Based on what, then, should we assume Elisabeth is considering a self-related objectiveness? If we do not have at hand a theory of ideas, what allow us claiming that stance?
In her letter of 28th October 1645, Elisabeth seems to point out to an asymmetry between mind and body in a way until then absent from the conversation: “If we measured the scope of the human mind by the example of the common people, it would be of very small extension, because most people use their capacity for thought only in matters regarding the senses. Even among those who apply themselves to study, there are few who use anything but their memory or who have the truth as the goal of their labor” (AT, IV, 321). It is important to pay attention here to the context in which Elisabeth introduces this item, the representation of the mind itself, in the dialogue: the Princess is replying to the Cartesian approach to passions not only as neutral, but as an expression of subjugation of rationality and the mind itself (see, AT, IV, 312-3).
Elisabeth recognizes passions as non-neutral – in normative matters – and not exactly irrational: passions are ambivalent and furthermore passions have a sort of moral role to play, in the theater of the mind (I'm borrowing Steven Nadler's use of Hume’s expression, 2013, p. 135)4 I’m choosing to mention a “use” because Nadler, as I read this work of him, establishes a dialogue with the Humean approach of personal identity by Cartesian philosophers in the Treatise (I, 4, Section 6): “The mind is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions successively make their appearance; pass, re-pass, glide away, and mingle in an infinite variety of postures and situations. There is properly no simplicity in it at one time, nor identity in different; whatever natural propension we may have to imagine that simplicity and identity. The comparison of the theatre must not mislead us. They are the successive perceptions only, that constitute the mind; nor have we the most distant notion of the place, where these scenes are represented, or of the materials, of which it is composed. /What then gives us so great a propension to ascribe an identity to these successive perceptions, and to suppose ourselves possest of an invariable and uninterrupted existence through the whole course of our lives? In order to answer this question, we must distinguish betwixt personal identity, as it regards our thought or imagination, and as it regards our passions or the concern we take in ourselves. The first is our present subject; and to explain it perfectly we must take the matter pretty deep, and account for that identity, which we attribute to plants and animals; there being a great analogy betwixt it, and the identity of a self or person”. So, as for Hume there could be two entities to what minds referees to, to Descartes and other Cartesians (such as those analysed in Nadler’s paper), the reference would be one, with two orders within it. I thank to Plinio Junqueira Smith for the reminder of Hume’s reference, implicit in the use of the expression “theater of the mind” by Nadler, as I read it, in a somewhat indirect and perhaps ironic way of replying to the Humean attack as a Cartesian – or Spinozist – could do. . Taking it as moral, though, is not the easiest way to proceed in case we left behind what underlies their roles played in this peculiar theater. Of course it could be easier if we were supposedly to take passions as phenomenal consciousness data (at least not yet, I mean, considering this analysis is precedent to Passions of the Soul, where we will find more easily the objects of passions), but we do not seem to be allowed to enter it – again, we do not have a discussion on the nature and scope of ideas at hand, nor a theory of sensations. Elisabeth is not thinking of passions as sensations and also because of it we should not regiment Cartesianism to the framework of the comprehensive discussion, as Christian Barth takes it, that evolved into the “Phenomenal Intentionality Research Program” (or simply PIRP)5 I’m following the lines of Christian Barth, in his study “Descartes on Intentionality, Conscientia and Phenomenal Consciousness”. Studia philosophica, 75/2016, pp. 18-19 . Still, following the lines of analysis opened by Barth and Nadler, we may recognize that
Descartes describes conscientia in transitive terms. He says that subjects are conscious of or have conscientia of their thoughts. (...) Descartes’s way of talking about conscientia is shaped by the following implicit claim about the nature of phenomenal consciousness: the intransitive phenomenal consciousness of mental episodes is explained by a form of transitive consciousness the subject has of these episodes (Barth 2016, p. 19).

The distinctive element of Cartesianism with respect to the PIRP exploratory way is that “the material aspect presents the inner object to the mind” (Barth 2016, p. 25) however, this is not what explains, exhaustively, the problem of having inner objects; that is to say: to have an active aspect as an operation of the mind which is not itself representational6 This aspect is clearly expressed, as I read it, in The Third Meditation, from ATVII, 37, specially, and also in the discussion on the material falsity of ideas between Descartes and Arnauld, on the Fourth Set of Objections and Replies. Albeit in a different perspective (perhaps a more realistic Cartesianism), with respect to the nature of the representational trait of the Rationalism, Kurt Smith recognizes this operational and not necessarily representational (or actually so) in the Fourth Replies, as we may read in this passage: “In taking the idea formally, the sense that requires us to look for the cause of the idea’s objective reality, Arnauld is led to the conclusion that there can be no idea that represents cold as a positive and real quality. This is so because in lacking formal reality, cold cannot be the cause of the idea’s objective reality. As Descartes appears to be contending, had Arnauld taken the idea materially, he would have taken the representational feature of the idea (the quality cold) in light of the idea’s being a medium or operation of representation, namely, as that mental operation by way of which some mode of the ice cube was being represented. Taken materially, he would not have taken it to be something that exists outside of thought, that is, as a thing requiring some level of formal reality. This seems to be the point of Descartes’ defense in the Fourth Replies” (2005, p. 219), Rationalism and Representation, in: A Companion to Rationalism, Alan Nelson (ed.), Blackwell, pp. 206-223 – emphasis mine. . Descartes does not seem to consider that conscientia is identifiable with phenomenal consciousness, because there is also, in a sort of recursive stance, that is, in Nadler’s “theater of the mind” a kind of self-related knowledge even when not propositional (Barth 2016, p. 28). To this sort of self-related knowledge Barth names “a kind of knowledge by acquaintance”. I intend to show that this is the same stance that, in Elisabeth's thought, responds to her use of the expression “conscience”. How and why should we cross the path Elisabeth follows with this visit to the PIRP discussion, and in what basis should we go that far (apparently) when a theory of ideas is not available?
Before we get back to the Letter of 28th October 1645, we should profit of a short visit to the Princess’s use of the expression “conscience” along the epistolary exchange (with my emphasis in the term “conscience” in all the quotations below). For, in August 1644 (AT, IV, 131) she says: “My conscience tells me that I will not be able to do so adequately”, in a strict practical, even daily, meaning. And, in May 1645 (AT, IV, 209), we read her saying that “I think the fact that a sensitive mind, such as my own, has conserved itself so long amidst so many difficulties, in a body so weak, with no counsel but that of her own reason and with no consolation but that of her own conscience, would seem more strange to you than the causes of this present malady”. When the dialogue between peers is installed, in September 1645, (AT, IV, 288), Elisabeth states: “If my conscience were to rest satisfied with the pretexts you offer for my ignorance, as if they were remedies for it, and would be exempt from repenting having been so poorly employed”. In the same Letter, after excluding the use of the hypotheses of an infinite science as required to assess the sovereign good, Elisabeth seems to count on conscience as a recursive stance: “You say that one cannot fail to be satisfied when one’s conscience testifies that one has availed oneself all the possible precautions” (AT, IV, 289). Years later, recording how upset she was facing the conversion and marriage of one of her brothers, she ends the comments by saying to Descartes: “If you take the trouble to read the newspaper, you could not fail to know that he has fallen into the hands of a certain group of people who have more hatred for our house than affection for their religion, and he has let himself be taken in by their traps to such a degree as to change his religion and make himself a Roman Catholic, without having made the least grimace which might have persuaded the very credulous that he did so for the sake of his conscience” (AT, IV, 336).
In all the uses of the expression “conscience” mentioned herein, we may observe that there is a self-related dynamic operating on her comments. As a personal stance, not only of hers, but of her brother and of her social condition. It is true that, in not using a theory of ideas or resorting to the eventual ambivalent status of sense data, the concept of an “inner object” simply seems absent. However, in two different moments and Letters, Elisabeth uses the word “conscience” as a third part or person in a way that raises expectation of a complement, an outcome or a counterpart to it, say, if not a clear object of an idea, an objectiveness of the will. So, in October 1646, assessing Machiavelli’s theory of government in The Prince, Elisabeth affirms:
It seems to me as well that to teach how to govern a state, he starts from the state which is the most difficult to govern, where the prince is a new usurper, at least in the opinion of the people. In this case, his own opinion of the justice of his cause could serve to ease his conscience, but it will not ease his affairs where the laws oppose his authority, the great undermine him, and the people curse him (AT, IV, 521 my emphasis).

In this passage, the conscience of the Prince, qua usurper, is in such a way at odds with moral authority that he would have to obtain a unique conception of justice to bear himself before his stance in relation to his people and God. Of course, Elisabeth does not explain which conception would that be. However, while this stance is taken as what stays for the expression “conscience”, its counterpart remains obscure. What is its objectiveness?  To be clear, the bond in point here is that which a conscience as a practical stance establishes with its expression: a voluntary action. To be clearer: this action should be an external expression of an inner object. But an inner object of what? It is important to resume the step Elisabeth takes. For, in her Letter of 28th October 1645, after saying what should not count in the nature of the mind, she recognizes an unequivocal normative trait at the service of the well-being or the happiness of the “conscience”, while refusing the Cartesian indifference of the external world as some sort of remedy against sadness.
In running from the repentance for the mistakes we have made as if it were an enemy of our felicity, we run the risk of losing the desire to correct ourselves. The risk is particularly great when some passion has produced the mistakes, because we naturally love to be moved by our passions and to follow their movements, and only the inconveniences proceeding from this course teach us that such mistakes can be harmful. This is, in my judgment, what makes tragedies more pleasing the more they excite sadness, because we know the sadness will not be violent enough to carry us to extravagances or lasting enough to corrupt our health. (…) it seems the passions can never be both excessive and subject to reason. (AT, IV, 322 – my emphasis).

Elisabeth is concerned with the limits and functions of the passions, not only because of her disagreement with the Cartesian approach to passions as something that should be avoided or that in some sense would be pathological. In the same Letter, the philosopher of Bohemia resumes her quest on the epistemic boundary of the knowledge of passions, as it seems, in order to present a theory of prudence. This time, aligned explicitly with her commitment to context, Elisabeth does not use an infinite science to contrast with the kind of knowledge available in a realm of moral actions. As she says to Descartes:
You do not think that we need an exact knowledge of how much we should reasonably interest ourselves for the public, because insofar as each person relates everything to herself, she will also work for others, if she is served by prudence. Of the whole of this prudence I only ask of you a part. For in possessing it, one could not fail to do justice to others and to oneself. A lack of prudence can cause a person at liberty sometimes to lose the means, to serve her country because she abandons herself along with her country, for failing to risk her good and her fortune for her conservation. (AT, IV, 324 – emphasis and gender turn in the use of pronouns in the first part of the quotation are mines).

In her subsequent letter, of April 1646, she points out, aiming a right criteria for morality, that an infinite knowledge (and no more science) would be required to grasp the measure of the value of goods and evils (AT, IV, 406). While repositioning in a social scenario the problem of criteria for action, Elisabeth also makes a last use of “conscience” which deserves attention. What is at stake in this use is the transition, from the problem of the determination towards the underlying determinant structure whose related objectiveness is presented. And as I have been trying to present, what underlies the conversation from her perspective is this moral stance as self-related. How this bond is established, however, is still not clear. It is true, one might say, that the real issue here, namely, the objectiveness of morality, rests as a major difficulty in the Early Modern Rationalist program (at least in Descartes, Spinoza7 The problem of objectivity or objectiveness, depending upon the explanatory view in play, may be found in the Preface of the Fourth Part of Ethics, when Spinoza’s states: “As far as good and evil are concerned, they also indicate nothing positive in things, considered in themselves, nor are they anything [10] other than modes of thinking, or notions we form because we compare things to one another. For one and the same thing can, at the same time, be good, and bad, and also indifferent. For example, Music is good for one who is Melancholy, bad for one who is mourning, and neither good nor bad to one who is deaf. [15] But though this is so, still we must retain these words. For because we desire to form an idea of man, as a model of human nature which we may look to, it will be useful to us to retain these same words with the meaning I have indicated. In what follows, therefore, I shall understand by good what we know certainly is a means by which we [20] may approach nearer and nearer to the model of human nature that we set before ourselves. By evil, what we certainly know prevents us from becoming like that model. Next, we shall say that men are more perfect or imperfect, insofar as they approach more or[…]”, in: The collected works of Spinoza. Includes bibliographies and index. 1. Philosophy—Collected works. I. Curley, E. M. (Edwin M.), 1937-  and, now we may know it, Elisabeth), insofar it seems to invite the inner world to the moral sphere, that is to say how should we determine our underlying self-related mind in the prudent direction? The reference of the prudent direction is the objectiveness, this exact measure of practical and partial (prudent) knowledge, not subsumed to metaphysics nor to the neo-stoicism of Seneca then regimented by Descartes.
What is it? What would this measure be? My suggestion is that it is a target of a therapeutic journey: her self-conscience. In the two last letters partially quoted, Elisabeth mentions “conservation”, which seems aligned with being healthy and passionate, under a rational measure (say, of joyful or constructive passions). She never gives us the full picture of the stance and its determined voluntary actions. However, in one of her last Letters, in July 1648, Elisabeth takes herself in the third person and makes the most judicious approach to this picture. After some common complaints about her circumstances and the tumultuous and bleak horizon for her family, Elisabeth ponders on the issue of what seems to be that objective measure:
From one side, she will be unwilling to break her word, and from the other her friends will think that she did not have the will or the courage to sacrifice her health and her repose for the interest of a house for which she would still give up her life if it were required. This upsets her a bit, but it does not succeed in surprising her since she is well accustomed to suffering blame for the faults of others (even on those occasions where she would not want to rid herself of it) and of seeking her satisfaction only in the expression that her conscience gives her of her having done what she must. (AT,V, 210-211 – emphasis mine)

At least two points should be explored in that text. The first is the way Elisabeth approaches her conscience as a position, not only in a grammatical expression of a third person and, more importantly, the role of experience in the moral judgment with respect to one’s own actions and ability to assess the objectiveness of these actions. In this picture, happiness seems to be expressed as satisfaction before her self-related objectiveness, obtained by a reflection upon one’s own acting in the past. There seems to be at play a sort of diachronic dynamic which unravels at once her commitment to both aspects of the self-related objectiveness: the conscience obtained by a nuanced acceptance of passions of the soul that establish and grant the right thing to do, through – underlying it - a sort of virtual presence in the determination of what should count as the last criteria for determining objectiveness. The key role is therefore played by the notion of “expression”, in such a way that we might figure a propositional attitude. We may have a first and a second-order levels of awareness that, at least for Elisabeth, follow from a self-related journey within our (attention to her use of conscience) own passions.
To make the point clearer, perhaps we should borrow the framework suggested by Nadler, referring to Descartes and to some “major Cartesians” of the time: La Forge, Malebranche, Régis. “Be that as it may, even if virtual reflection does account for some low-level kind of self-consciousness, it is intended primarily to explain phenomenal consciousness” (Nadler 2011, p. 139). Apart from the differences in nomenclatures and time, we may, in Elisabeth’s theater of mind as I suggest here, take the first “low-level” of self-consciousness as what she (and, for that matter, Descartes as well) calls “conscience”, while we may observe a moral dimension to the mind in her thought; and, in the more contemporary vocabulary, take the “phenomenal consciousness” as her approach of passions of the Soul.8 I shall thanks to Professor Lisa Shapiro for her recomendations to be cautious while using this vocabulary in a somewhat fast way. I don’t intend to examine the concept of conscience itself, nor the Cartesian approach of it, along the lines of Barth’s paper refereed above. I don’t aim to put Elisabeth’s thought under a phenomenological lens. Being aware of the conceptual distinction between conscientia and consciousness do not preclude, nevertheless, the use of this inner order in play, in which the conscientia, as a moral dimension of the mind, seems to, for Elisabeth, support and give the criteria for action in the economy of passions and actions.    Then, we may figure out the rich and dynamic infra-structure of Elisabeth's conception of mind. That would be a bit at odds with a Cartesian metaphysical landscape:
This notion – broached by Descartes (although also found, perhaps, in Augustine and others) and explicitly elaborated by Arnauld – that consciousness qua conscious awareness (…) is accounted for by the virtual reflection of a first-order act of thought rather than an explicit second-order act of thinking directed at a first-order act – in fact became the standard view among seventeenth-century Cartesians. (Nadler 2011, p. 139 – my emphasis).

This explicit second-order act would count as a propositional attitude, such as “I want that x (say, some expression of my will)”, or “I think that doing that determined action is good for me and for others”, or even “I want this action as it is, due to its precise measure of correctness” that is to say, pointing out to something outside of the mind though internal to conscience. These attitudes are also what we can call intentionality. It is somewhat disconcerting to approach a theory of mind in Descartes without the help of its most traditional door of entry, namely, the Cartesian theory of ideas. However, it seems that the perspective from which Elisabeth addresses Descartes shows a new path of explanation for moral actions, not merely as an expression of the struggles of the will against, say (or as a chapter on the long battle on) akrasia, but as a mind dealing with its moral furniture (of passions, actions and inner experience of self-learning), knowing what makes its pieces be pieces of her conscientia. The economy of passions seems to play a major “furniture function” in the dynamic of the moral actions, for Elisabeth. And she goes through her journey by means of the experience afforded by her social condition within the boundaries of a context and by her search of the more adequate way to know how her conscience determines her moral actions. In other words, that she does that with her conception of mind as she found in Cartesian presentation of it, in the Meditations.
My proposed reading of the dialogue between Elizabeth and Descartes may be taken as an approach to this question: how is my own happiness rightly related to others and to the social environment I am in? How did the know-how9 Eros Carvalho called my attention to how the kind of knowledge and perspective I recognize in Elisabeth may be approached by the distinction between know-how and know-that, made for the first time, as such, by Gilbert Ryle, in 1949 (especially in The Concept of Mind and also Jason Stanley in his Know-How - 2011), which gave rise to a vast literature on the theory of action, especially in the tradition of analytical philosophy. It is possible that this more epistemic aspect, if I may say so, of the approach of the nature of practical knowledge that I recognize in Elisabeth, deserves specific attention under this analytical tool. On the one hand, it is not clear that a return to Aristotle gives “the last word” on the subject in a satisfactory way, given the unavoidably epistemic trait of Early Modern Rationalism (to not mention the subjectivity perspective of any philosophical inquiry in the Cartesian tradition). On the other hand, it is possible that, in the PIRP, a distinction between know-how and know-that affords us more promising extensional elements for analysis. In any case, this is a possible path of investigation, still open, I mean: not yet covered, as such, here.  to act morally become reliant on this internal infra-structure, without losing its measure? How is that possible?

Final Remarks: Elisabeth’s conceptual legacy to Rationalism

The notion of conscience for Elisabeth seems to be the path opened by her reading of the Metaphysical Meditations. As the epistolary exchange develops, her practical and affective moral inspired by the Cartesian method as she reads it becomes more developed as entangled in moral, health and happiness stances. It would be reckless to say that the due Cartesian answer to Elisabeth's quest should be just: “do whatever you want, knowing it – by acquaintance, of who you are – at least in some unreflected way”. On the other hand, it would be idle to say that happiness consists in being healthy and sadness consists in being ill, so morality has nothing to do with it. In one paper on the legacy of Cartesianism, Thomas Lennon states that the foundationalist view entailed by the “epistemological turn” in Cartesian literature led philosophy in the direction of subjectivity, in such a way that it has become less concerned with what we know than with how we know it. (Lennon 2008, p. 469). When we look at this aspect of the Cartesian project, overall through the long-lasting epistolary exchange with Elisabeth, we find the same repositioning of the philosophical inquest, at the level of a sort of practical knowledge – perhaps as something somewhat like the know-how knowledge, as Ryle and others along with the lines of this literature -, however derivative of the same field opened by the Cartesian conscientia.
The problem with which Elisabeth struggles is explored by Descartes in his last work: Passions of The Soul (1649). When taking the Correspondence with Elisabeth as a set, one can have a vision of the complex landscape of the problems posed by the Princess as a pushing forward, for the first time, of some problems opened by the method of the French philosopher so as to give a practical and moral expression for it. The upshot is more open and problematic due to its necessary ambivalence. That is to say, situating the moral issue in the subjectivity domain comes at the price of a psychological approach, which may be just an evasive expedient, under a moral point of view. However, Elisabeth’s concern with moral objectiveness is there to remind us that being healthy is not only a matter of a mind, alone with itself, but of a mind in its “theater”, so, in Elisabeth’s view of it (which includes conservationist or constructive passions), in a social context.
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