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Let me begin by saying how delighted I am to be participating in this 
symposium on Tad Schmaltz’s very impressive book, Descartes on Causation. 
In  this  book,  Tad  brings  high  and  late  scholastic  thought  to  bear  on  our 
understanding of  Descartes  in  ways I  have not  seen it  done before.  Tad’s 
discussions show a firm command both of scholastic Aristotelian thought in 
the  Islamic,  Jewish,  and  Christian  traditions,  and  of  the  entire  Cartesian 
corpus. Tad’s work raises the bar for all future scholarship in the area: he has 
made it harder for all of the rest of us to cut corners when talking about this 
material. Tad is there to keep us honest. I am very pleased that Tad chose to 
discuss some amount of my work in the book, though somewhat chagrined 
that he seems to take it up only to refute it. But such is progress in our field. 

There is a great deal to say about this important book, and in the very 
few minutes that I have, there is not nearly enough time to do it justice. So I 
won’t. What I will do, instead, is focus on one central issue where Tad and I 
have an interesting disagreement. 

A central area where Tad and I disagree concerns Descartes’ views on 
causality in the material world: to what extent are bodies genuine causes of 
change, and to what extent is God the real causal agent? Now, two features of 
Descartes’  doctrine stand behind any adequate  answer to  these  questions. 
First,  Descartes holds that the essence of body is extension: bodies are the 
objects of geometry made real. As he understands this claim, it follows that all 
of  the properties  bodies really have must be modes of  extension,  ways of 
being extended in one way or another. Size, shape and motion are really in 
bodies, but other qualities like color, taste, and warmth or coldness aren’t. The 
second feature relates to God. On Descartes’  view, the laws of motion are 
explicitly  said  to  be  grounded  in  the  way  God  sustains  and  “as  it  were 
recreates” the world from moment to moment. These are the doctrines, but 
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what  view  of  causality  in  the  material  world  do  they  entail?  Are  bodies 
genuine causes of the change of motion in one another? Or does God concur 
in the causal relations between bodies? Or, perhaps, does God do it all, in a 
kind of quasi-occasionalism?

The issues are complex and subtle, and in the interest of time, I will 
try to simplify the questions a bit,  though hopefully not distort them. My 
view on these cluster of issues is, perhaps, at one extreme: I think that for 
Descartes, there is no genuine causal efficacy in bodies. God sustains bodies 
from moment to moment. But, and I think quite separately, for Descartes he is 
also the efficient cause of motion, both the initial motion that he gave bodies 
but also the motion that they now have. The laws of motion then follow from 
the way in which an immutable God sustains this motion. In particular, from 
divine immutability follows the conservation of the quantity of motion, the 
persistence of motion and its rectilinearity, and the law of impact Descartes 
proposes. 

Now, I admit that there is considerable interpretation involved for me 
to get to this view. In particular, the separation between the divine sustenance 
of bodies from moment to moment and God as a sustaining efficient cause of 
motion is not at all clear, particularly in the Principia philosophiae and earlier 
writings such as Le monde. But I am particularly moved by certain passages 
from  the  correspondence  with  Henry  More  in  the  late  1640s.  Writing  to 
Descartes on 5 March 1649, More asked if “matter, whether we imagine it to 
be eternal or created yesterday, left to itself, and receiving no impulse from 
anything else,  would move or be at  rest?” Descartes’  answer appears in a 
letter  of  August  1649:  “I  consider  ‘matter  left  to  itself  and  receiving  no 
impulse from anything else’ as plainly being at rest. But it is impelled by God, 
conserving the same amount of motion or transference in it as he put there 
from  the  first.”  (AT  V  404).  A paragraph  earlier  in  the  letter  Descartes 
characterized the “moving force [vis …movens]” in a body as either that of 
God, “conserving as much translation in matter as he placed there at the first 
moment of creation,” or that of a finite mind. The picture seems relatively 
straightforward. Bodies can be conserved with or without the divine impulse. 
Leaving aside any possible contribution from finite minds, without the divine 
impulse,  they  are  at  rest,  with  it,  in  motion.  This  impulsion  seems  to  be 
understood as a real shove, something that can be understood on analogy 
with the way that we cause motion in bodies. As he writes in another letter to 
More: 

Although I believe that no mode of acting belongs univocally to God and to 
his  creatures,  I  confess,  nevertheless,  that  I  can find no idea in  my mind 
which represents the way in which God or an angel can move matter, which 
is different from the idea that shows me the way in which I am conscious that 
I can move my own body through my thought. [AT V 347]
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These  passages  that  Descartes  wrote  to  More  suggest  to  me  a  distinction 
between God as sustainer of bodies from moment to moment, God as causa 
secundum esse in scholastic terms, and God as the cause of a mode of body, its 
motion,  God  as  causa  secundum  fieri  in  scholastic  terms,  a  divine  shove. 
Because of this I argue that there is no force or genuine activity in extended 
bodies  as  such.  In  fact,  there  is  no force  or  activity  anywhere  in  material 
nature, ontologically speaking. All there are are inert and extended bodies, 
the objects of geometry made real, and God, sustaining them from moment to 
moment and moving them around in ways that we can describe in terms of 
the laws of motion. (At least in the inanimate world; the animate world adds 
significant complications. But that’s another story.) 

Tad objects. He doesn’t at all like the kind of divine impulse view that 
I proposed. There are a  number of criticisms, but this seems to be the basic 
one. He argues: 

I have noted the claim in Descartes that God alone can be the cause secundum 
esse  of  substances.  But  whereas  finite  minds  could  perhaps  be  causes 
secundum  fieri  of  certain  changes  in  motion,  God  himself  cannot  be 
characterized as such a cause, principally because he is not a cause of change. 
Rather, he is the cause of a constant quantity of motive force in the world. So 
although motive quantity is  a  mode,  God can be considered as the cause 
secundum esse of this quantity insofar as he creates/conserves a quantity that 
is the subject of various modifications. [DOC, p. 104]

In this way, Tad argues, an immutable God simply cannot be a causa secundum 
fieri of motion in the world. If so, then the position I attribute to Descartes is 
simply not open to him.

Tad’s project, then, is to understand finite bodies in a way that they 
themselves can be the causae  secundum fieri  of  their  motion and change of 
motion.  That  is,  Tad is  trying to find a way of  putting genuine force and 
causal  efficacy  into  bodies  themselves.  But  what  place  can  there  be  in 
Cartesian bodies for force and genuine causal efficacy? 

As I understand it, Tad’s view is this. First of all,  he holds that the 
temporal parts of bodies, that is, presumably, the extended body as it exists 
over a particular stretch of time is modally distinct from that same extended 
body as it exists during other stretches of time. [DOC 78-79] These modes, of 
course, temporal parts of bodies, can themselves have modes. Tad proposes 
“that we read [Descartes] as saying that the various modes of bodily duration 
are causes secundum fieri of changes in the distribution of this quantity [i.e. 
motion]  among  parts  of  matter.”  [DOC  118]  For  example,  Tad  notes  the 
passage in Pr II.43 where Descartes remarks that “the forces that the third law 
posits as responsible for changes in motion due to collision consist simply ‘in 
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this one thing, that each and every thing tends, quantum in se est, to persist in 
the same state it is in, as posited in the first law’.” Tad continues: 

What is in est [sic] [i.e. in bodies?], according to the first law, is simply the 
tendency to continue in the same state. What the later reference to this law 
makes clear is that this tendency is not constant but varies depending on the 
nature of  the mode involved.  The measure of  the tendencies to persist  in 
motion and rest is just the same as the measure of the forces involved in those 
states. [DOC 118]

Furthermore, Tad argues, the intensity of the tendency to persist, the force, is 
identified with what he calls “the strength of the duration” itself. [DOC 119]. 
And so, as he summarizes his position, “for Descartes the bodies in motion 
that  God continuously conserves have as  modes of  their  duration various 
forces  that  determine  the  outcomes  of  collisions…  These  forces  and 
inclinations  are  therefore  true  causes  secundum  fieri  that  produce  the 
particular changes due to contact among bodies.” [DOC 121] If I understand 
Tad, while duration and existence considered as attributes are either there or 
not, they can also be considered as modes. Considered as modes they come in 
different intensities. And so, at a given time, a body can have a stronger or 
weaker duration,  which is  the ontological  ground in body of  the physical 
forces a body exerts at that time. 

But  if,  as  Tad  argues,  bodies  have  forces  that  are  the  real  causae 
secundum  fieri  of  their  changes  in  other  bodies,  then  why  does  Descartes 
consistently  appeal  to  God  in  discussing  the  laws  of  motion?  Tad’s 
explanation is that while there are real forces in bodies, modes that can exist 
in various intensities and that are the causae secundum fieri of change in the 
material world, they need to be sustained by God. As he writes:

God conserves the total quantity of motive force—the superadded “impulse” 
mentioned in the correspondence with More—simply by conserving the total 
quantity of the durational strength of the moving parts that he infused into 
matter  at  the  start.  But  this  act  of  determining  the  total  quantity  itself 
underdetermines the precise manner in which the quantities are distributed 
across the parts  over time.  The determination of  this  distribution requires 
further the action of the motive forces of the individual parts, which produce 
changes only in the case of collision. [DOC, 122]

In my view, Descartes sustains bodies, and, in a distinct way, is the direct 
cause  of  motion  and  its  changes.  For  Tad,  while  Descartes  also  sustains 
bodies, he also sustains the forces, modes of the temporal parts of bodies, the 
“durational strengths of the moving parts of bodies.” But for Tad, it is these 
forces that are the real causes of motion and change in bodies. 
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Tad has proposed an interesting reading of Descartes on the relation 
between God and the physical world. But I find his view somewhat puzzling. 
If forces are understood as different intensities of duration, then they can be 
understood as modes of extended substance, perhaps. But then I don’t really 
understand  what  this  proposal  means.  Tad  refers  to  these  internal  forces 
sometimes as the variable tendency bodies have to persist in motion or rest 
[118],  sometimes  as  “the  durational  strength  of  the  moving  parts,”  [122], 
sometimes  as  “various  modes  of  bodily  duration.”  But  how can  duration 
come  in  different  strengths  or  intensities?  Isn’t  this  just  to  bring  “force” 
language in through the back door? And if you bite the bullet and explicitly 
call these things forces, then it seems that they cannot be modes of extension, 
and thus cannot genuinely be in Cartesian bodies. So I’m stuck. (bloqué)

But I have an even more basic worry. I don’t really see anywhere in 
Descartes’ texts that warrants attributing the sort of complicated position to 
him that Tad wants to do. What Descartes seems to say, at least to More, is 
that  God  sustains  bodies,  and  that  he  also  and  additionally  provides  the 
impulse  that  causes  and sustains  motion.  He is  the  moving force,  the  vis 
movens,  who provides the impulse  that  puts  otherwise resting matter  into 
motion. Tad may be right that God can be a causa secundum esse but not a causa 
secundum fieri, from the point of view of the scholastic framework in which 
these distinctions live.  But  nowhere does Descartes  explicitly  worry about 
whether God can be a causa secundum fieri. Nor is there any clear passage I 
know of where Descartes makes it a particular point to attribute to bodies an 
internal cause of motion and change. Descartes’ God seems to be a hands-on 
kind of  divinity  who does  pretty  much everything himself,  unfettered by 
theological  and  scholastic  niceties.  Why  do  we  want  to  attribute  a  more 
complicated position to  Descartes  than the one he seems actually  to  have 
taken?

This leads me to a larger historiographical point. Tad’s discussion is 
organized, from the beginning, from the opening chapter, around terms taken 
from the scholastic debate: the choice we have when discussing the causal 
contribution  of  God  and  his  creatures  is  among  three  positions, 
occasionalism, as represented by certain Islamic philosophers, concurrentism, 
as  represented  by  St.  Thomas  and  in  a  different  way  by  Suárez,  and 
conservationism, as represented by Durandus. These are the options; you take 
your  pick.  Tad  considers  my  view  a  kind  of  occasionalism,  but  I  would 
disagree.  He  himself  reads  Descartes  as  following  Durandus  and  his 
conservationism. But were they necessarily the options that Descartes would 
have  recognized  as  exclusive?  Would  he  have  seen  himself  as  having  to 
choose among just these possibilities? I  think not:  if  I  am right the option 
chose  is not one of the ones on that list.
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This  raises  a  more  general  question:  how  exactly  is  the  scholastic 
background that  plays  such  a  large  role  in  Tad’s  account  relevant  to  our 
understanding of Descartes views on causation? 

Tad’s interpretative strategy is to read Descartes in the context of his 
scholastic predecessors. The entire first chapter of the book, forty pages out of 
a  total  of  a  bit  over  two  hundred,  are  entirely  devoted  to  the  scholastic 
background  on  causality,  including  detailed  discussions  of  Islamic 
occasionalism, and the different positions on divine and creaturely causality 
found  in  St.  Thomas,  Durandus,  and  Suárez,  among  many,  many  others. 
These figures then reappear in later chapters as Tad brings them to bear on 
understanding Descartes’ positions. 

These  figures  define  the  intellectual  geography  of  the  notion  of 
causality  coming  into  the  early  seventeenth  century,  what  defines  the 
important questions and the possible answers. My sense is that Tad thinks of 
this  intellectual  geography  as  something  that  Descartes  knew,  in  broad 
outline if not in detail, what he would have imbibed in his Jesuit education at 
La Flèche, and what would have guided his thought on these issues. But I’m 
not so sure. 

While Descartes had certainly studied scholastic natural philosophy 
and metaphysics while a young schoolboy at La Flèche, his engagement with 
it ended there until after the composition of the Meditations.  And when he 
returned to scholastic thought at that point, his system was largely worked 
out. When he then began reading in the literature, it was not the great figures 
like  Thomas  or  Suárez,  but  the  relatively  light-weight  text-book  writer 
Eustachius a Sancto Paulo,  someone who could quickly give him what he 
needed  for  his  purposes,  which  included  answering  objections  to  his 
Meditations by schoolmen such as Caterus and the young Antoine Arnauld, as 
well as formulating his ideas in a way attractive to the schoolmen, as he was 
trying to do in the Principia philosophiae. On my reading of Descartes, he was 
simply not a learned reader of other people’s texts and ideas. 

Is  this  to  say  that  all  of  the  learned  discussion  of  the  scholastic 
accounts of causality on Tad’s book are completely useless and irrelevant to 
understanding  Descartes?  Not  at  all!  First  of  all,  Tad’s  discussions  are 
interesting  in  themselves,  and  valuable  as  accounts  of  how causality  was 
understood  in  scholastic  philosophy.  But  they  are  also  important  for 
understanding Descartes himself. I am less convinced than Tad seems to be 
that these earlier views genuinely inform Descartes’ own positions. I think 
that  Tad  is  much  more  learned  in  Thomas  and  Suárez,  not  to  mention 
Durandus, Maimonides and the Mutakallimūn than was Descartes. However, 
what Tad’s book gives us is the rich historical context of Descartes’ views: 
what  Descartes’  views  on  causality  would  have  looked  like  to  a  learned 
contemporary, how they might have interpreted them, and alternative views 
that they might have urged in their place. While Descartes himself may not 
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have known these earlier figures in depth, others of his contemporaries did, 
and that no doubt colored how they received and understood what they read 
in  Descartes.  Providing  such  a  background  to  Descartes  is  a  genuine 
accomplishment.  But  thinking  that  Descartes  himself  had  the  scholastic 
heritage under control leads to questionable readings, I think.

More and more, historians of early-modern philosophy are bringing 
scholastic philosophy to bear on seventeenth century thought. This is a very 
important trend in our field, and it is the right thing to do. But at the same 
time, we need to be thinking more carefully about what exactly we are doing 
and why.  What  exactly  do we hope to  learn from bringing late  scholastic 
thought  to  bear  on  seventeenth-century  thinkers  who  stand  outside  that 
tradition?  Scholastic  philosophy is,  in  a  way,  the  common heritage  in  the 
period, what all philosophers studied in school, at least until the end of the 
seventeenth century and the beginning of  the eighteenth.  But  at  the same 
time, it has a different relation to different thinkers. From early in his career, 
Descartes wanted to distance himself from it. But we also can’t forget that at 
the end of his life, he wanted to be accepted by the Jesuits and become their 
new Aristotle.  Spinoza is  a  completely different  case.  He didn’t  study the 
standard university curriculum, and so came to scholasticism late in life, if at 
all.  Leibniz  was  much  more  sympathetic,  and  much  more  learned,  and, 
indeed, expressed some sympathy for Aristotelian philosophy. But I detect a 
bit of mischievousness in his attitude. Leibniz must have enjoyed the look on 
the faces of his Cartesian adversaries when he told them “that the thoughts of 
the theologians and philosophers who are called scholastics are not entirely to 
be disdained.” [DM 11] When studying early-modern philosophy we need to 
appreciate  the  continued  presence  of  scholastic  thought  throughout  the 
period. But at the same time, we need to think carefully about the complex 
and different ways in which it relates to the figures that we are studying. 
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