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In a 1669 letter to his mentor Thomasius, Leibniz writes that “hardly 
any of the Cartesians have added anything to the discoveries of their master” 
insofar as they “have published only paraphrases of their leader.” The book 
we celebrate today—Roger Ariew’s Descartes and the First Cartesians (hereafter, 
First  Cartesians)—shows that  Leibniz  was most  certainly incorrect.  Roger’s 
consideration  of  “the  first  Cartesians”  in  France  draws  attention  to  the 
different ways in which these thinkers modified Descartes’s  own views to 
make them fit the structure of the early modern French scholastic curriculum. 

First—très vite—some relevant background: Descartes desired that his 
views be taught in the universities of his native France, a desire indicated by 
the development of his Principia philosophiae. Descartes announces this work 
to Mersenne in a 1640 letter as un Cours de ma Philosophie that serves as an 
alternative to the current philosophy texts used in the schools.  Indeed, he 
notes his plan to publish his work with an annotated copy of the scholastic 
manual  of  the  French  Cisterian  Euchachius  a  Sancto  Paulo  (which  Roger 
discussed  yesterday).  Descartes  abandoned  this  project  by  1641,  but  also 
claimed in his 1642 letter to Dinet—a leading French Jesuit and Descartes’s 
former teacher at La Flèche—that he still intends in the Principia to present his 
philosophy in “a style more suited to the current practice in the Schools.” In 
particular,  he modeled this  text  on the relatively new French genre of  the 
philosophy  cursus,  of  which  Eustachius’s  manual  provides  a  particularly 
popular example. The appearance of this sort of manual in France was, not 
coincidentally, accompanied by a change in the teaching of philosophy in the 
French universities. Whereas this teaching had been the responsibility of the 
Faculty of Arts, it was moved to newly established collèges de plein exercice. 
Indeed, La Flèche, the Jesuit school where Descartes received his education, 
was itself just such a collège. In these schools, the cursus increasingly replaced 
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the texts of Aristotle and commentaries thereon that had previously provided 
the basis for philosophical instruction. These new manuals bypassed the need 
for  laborious  investigations  of  Aristotle’s  own  writings  by  presenting  the 
basic elements of a properly Christianized Aristotelian position in a readily 
digestible form. Descartes clearly intended that his Principia present his own 
philosophical system in the same way, and so promote its dissemination in 
the French academy.

As  Roger  makes  clear,  however,  Descartes  was  only  partially 
successful in his attempt to present his system in a recognizably scholastic 
form.  As  Eustachius’s  manual  reveals,  it  was  customary for  scholastics  to 
present  philosophy  in  four  parts:  first  logic  and  ethics,  the  practical 
disciplines,  and then physics  and metaphysics,  the speculative disciplines. 
Descartes said almost nothing in his Principia about the practical disciplines. 
Moreover, he failed to provide there anything close to a complete coverage of 
the  topics  standardly  included in  scholastic  discussions  of  the  speculative 
disciplines. Roger’s First Cartesians serves to draw attention to the fact that 
some of Descartes’s French successors eagerly took up the task of providing a 
complete Cartesian counterpart of the scholastic cursus, introducing not only 
scholasticized versions of Cartesian logic and ethics hardly to be found in 
Descartes’s  published  works,  but  also  broader  coverage  of  physics  and 
metaphysics that sometimes deviates from what Descartes himself wrote.

The  treatment  in  Roger’s  book  of  these  issues  is  dense  but 
illuminating.  The  discussion  there  of  the  development  of  the  scholastic 
textbook further  develops  and reinforces  the  theme familiar  from Roger’s 
earlier work that the scholasticism of the manuals cannot simply be identified 
with  Thomism given  the  strong  influence  of  Scotistic  views  on  scholastic 
discussions  in  France.  Moreover,  Roger’s  focus  on  scholasticized  French 
Cartesianism allows him to draw attention to Cartesians hardly noted in the 
recent literature, such as Du Roure and Regis. (Well, I talked about Regis in 
my 2002 book on “Radical  Cartesianism,” but at  the time I  felt  somewhat 
lonely doing so. It’s great to have Roger as a fellow traveler! And Antonella as 
well!)  As in the case of  Roger’s  discussion of  early modern scholasticism, 
there  is  a  wealth  of  information  here  concerning  the  scholasticization  of 
Cartesianism in the work of these other Cartesians that will provide much 
material for future scholarship.

Rather than delve into the details today, however, I will confine myself 
for the most part to a couple of general questions concerning the significance 
of  the  strand  of  French  Cartesianism  that  Roger  emphasizes.  The  first 
question is philosophical in nature: To what extent was the scholasticization 
of  Cartesianism merely a matter  of  packaging,  and to what extent  does it 
indicate  a  substantive  connection  between  Cartesianism  and  Aristotelian 
scholasticism? The second question is more historical: To what extent was the 
sort of scholasticization of Descartes that Roger emphasizes responsible for 
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the transition from the widespread condemnation of Cartesian doctrines in 
France  in  the  decades  following  Descartes’s  death  to  the  widespread 
acceptance of Cartesianism within the French universities by the beginning of 
the eighteenth century?

First  question  first:  There  is  reason  to  suspect  that  for  Descartes 
himself, the scholastic features of the Principia were supposed to be relatively 
superficial. Descartes reports that in this text

I shall use a style more suited to the current practice in the schools. 
That is, I shall deal with each topic in turn, in short articles, and shall present 
topics in such an order that the proof of what comes later depends solely on 
what has come earlier, so that everything is connected together in a single 
structure.

The  suggestion  here,  perhaps,  is  that  what  is  primarily  scholastic 
about his Principia is its structure rather than its content.

However,  at  times  Descartes  suggests  that  the  connections  to 
Aristotelian scholasticism are more robust. Thus in a 1644 letter to the Jesuit 
Charlet, Descartes writes that though people accuse him of novelty, “I do not 
use any principles that were not accepted by Aristotle and by all those who 
have ever concerned themselves with philosophy.” There is this same bow to 
tradition in the Principia itself, in which which Descartes notes that “I have 
not employed any principle that was not accepted by Aristotle and all other 
philosophers of every age. So this philosophy is not new, but the oldest and 
most common of all.” Indeed, Descartes’s account of the material world in the 
Principia does have some significantly Aristotelian elements. For instance, the 
arguments there against atoms and the void are reminiscent of the critique of 
ancient atomism in the work of Aristotle and his scholastic followers. 

Nonetheless,  the  purportedly  Aristotelian  elements  of  Descartes’s 
system must be considered together with his famous remark in a letter to 
Mersenne that his Meditations contain “foundations for physics” that “destroy 
the principles of Aristotle.” So much for Descartes’s claim that he has not 
employed any principle not accepted by Aristotle. So much also, it seems, for 
the  view  that  Descartes’s  system  bears  a  substantive  connection  to 
Aristotelian scholasticism. 

To this point, then, it seems that the scholastic trappings of Descartes’s 
system serve as a kind of Trojan horse for the introduction into the schools of 
a system that “destroys the principles of Aristotle.” But as I understand him, 
Roger  is  concerned  in  First  Cartesians  to  show  that  the  attempts  of  later 
Cartesians to link Descartes to scholasticism were more serious. One reason 
for this is that in attempting to provide a complete Cartesian manual, these 
later  thinkers  needed  to  accommodate  views  that  Descartes  himself  was 
unwilling to accommodate.
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We see this most clearly, I think, in the case of logic. Roger indicates 
that the scholastic treatment of logic underwent considerable revision over 
the  course  of  the  sixteenth  and  seventeenth  centuries.  Whereas  previous 
scholastic  works  devoted  to  logic  tended  to  be  commentaries  on  selected 
portions of Aristotle’s Organon (different portions in different cases), the later 
scholastic manuals dispensed with close commentaries and were organized 
around  the  three  main  logical  operations  of  mind,  namely,  simple 
apprehension,  judgment  and  reasoning,  the  last  of  which  concerns  the 
syllogism.  Roger  also  mentions  that  there  is  at  least  one  scholastic  text—
Leslache’s  1648  manual—that  adds  a  fourth  part  on  method,  that  is,  the 
resolution and composition of knowledge. 

This sort of development was largely lost on Descartes, who tended to 
identify  scholastic  logic  with  the  syllogism.  Moreover,  his  view  of  the 
syllogism is clearly negative. Thus he notes in the Discours that syllogisms 
“serve rather to explain to someone else the things that one already knows, or 
even … to  speak without  judgment  on matters  of  which one  is  ignorant, 
rather than to learn them.” His later suggestion in the preface to the French 
translation of his Principia is that a “true logic” based on his rules for method 
is supposed to replace the logic of the schools. 

One quibble (chicane, c’est le mot français?): Primarily on the basis of a 
passage from the so-called “Conversation with Burman,” Roger claims that 
Descartes had a more positive view of the syllogism, condemning only the 
“rhetorical misuse of logic” (DFC, 112). But first, as Roger himself has taught 
us,  we  cannot  simply  assume that  this  text  accurately  reports  Descartes’s 
views.  Here  it  might  be  significant  that  Clauberg—a  fan  of  scholastic 
syllogistic logic— helped Burman edit the report of the conversation. And 
secondly, even if the report is accurate, when Descartes praised the “logic” 
that “provides a demonstrative proof of all  subjects,” he may have had in 
mind his own method rather than scholastic syllogistic logic.

Okay,  back  to  the  main  story:  Descartes’s  rules  of  method  were 
repeated in the parts on logic in later Cartesian manuals. However, there was 
a recognition among some of Descartes’s  followers that  a consideration of 
these rules could not replace the much richer treatment in scholastic manuals, 
such  as  Eustachius’s  text,  of  the  logical  operations  of  mind.  There  is,  for 
instance, Arnauld and Nicole’s Logique, ou l‘Art de penser, a text that provided 
the basis for the treatment of logic in Regis’s later Cartesian manual. In line 
with the standard arrangement in the scholastic cursus, the discussion in the 
Logique  is  organized  around  the  principle  operations  of  mind,  namely, 
conception,  judgment,  reasoning  and  ordering  (recall  the  quadripartite 
organization  of  Leslache’s  treatment  of  logic).  In  some  cases,  Cartesian 
elements  are  imported  into  the  discussion,  as  in  the  consideration  of 
conception in terms of “clear and distinct” or “confused and obscure” ideas, 
and  in  the  appeal  in  the  consideration  of  ordering  to  the  axiom  that 
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“everything contained in the clear and distinct idea of a thing can truthfully 
be affirmed of it.” Nonetheless, there is also an extended discussion of the 
syllogism as part of the treatment of the mental operation of reasoning. There 
is thus an acceptance here of the very “logic of the schools” that Descartes 
himself had denigrated. Here I am simply following Roger’s own conclusion 
that  “the  logic  produced  by  the  Cartesians  merely  reinforced  some 
developments in seventeenth-century scholastic logic” and therefore “looks 
very much like a Neo-Scholastic work” (DFC, 207). 

The  later  Cartesian  treatment  of  logic  illustrates  that  Cartesianism 
needed to undergo some substantial revision—much more substantial than 
Descartes perhaps would have thought—in order to be fully presentable in 
scholastic form. But what role did this sort of modification of Cartesianism 
play  in  the  eventual  acceptance  of  Cartesianism  within  the  French 
universities? This is our second question. I find in First Cartesians the answer 
that it played a significant role. When attempting to explain how Cartesians 
were  able  to  replace  the  Aristotelians  in  the  schools,  for  instance,  Roger 
highlights  the  fact  that  the  former  “tried  to  supplant  the  Aristotelians  by 
producing  Cartesian  textbooks  that  would  teach  the  whole  collegiate 
curriculum, logic, metaphysics and natural theology, physics and ethics, in a 
Cartesian mode” (DFC, 205). 

However,  I  think  that  the  influence  of  the  Cartesian  manuals  that 
Roger  highlights  is  not  entirely  straightforward.  For  one  thing,  scholastic 
manuals written for use in academic instruction—such as Eustachius’s text—
were composed in Latin, the universal language of the schools. This renders 
intelligible the fact that Descartes’s Principia, in contrast to his Discours, was 
originally published in Latin. However, the French examples of the Cartesian 
cursus that Roger considers in most detail—those of Du Roure and Regis—
were  written  in  French.  Why  French,  when  the  point  was  to  make 
Cartesianism presentable to the schools?

To answer this question, we need to recognize the fact that it was not 
uncommon during the  seventeenth  century  for  vernacular  versions  of  the 
scholastic cursus to be published in France. For instance, Roger mentions the 
French-language  manuals  of  Théophraste  Boujou  and  Louis  de  Lesclache. 
These manuals were typically dedicated to members of court, which suggests 
that there was a French market for this sort of text among members of the 
nobility eager for a university-level education in philosophy that does not 
require  proficiency  in  Latin.  Both  Du  Roure  and  Regis  evidently  were 
concerned to tap into this market by presenting the new Cartesian philosophy 
in a familiar scholastic form. However, since their Cartesian manuals were in 
the vernacular, they were not suitable for use in the schools, and therefore 
cannot  explain—at  least  directly—the  increasing  success  of  Cartesianism 
within the French academy.
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But there is an example of a Cartesian cursus produced from the inside 
that  Roger  mentions  in  First  Cartesians  but  then  sets  aside.  This  is  the 
Institutiones philosophicae of the Paris philosophy professor Edmond Pourchot, 
published in  1695  but  based on lectures  presented decades  earlier.  I  have 
argued elsewhere that the views in this textbook were a prime target of a 1691 
condemnation of Cartesianism imposed on the Paris Faculty of Arts. But it is 
interesting—and  perhaps  not  surprising—that  Pourchot’s  text  was  crafted 
specifically to avoid some of the propositions that were condemned. The 1691 
condemnation  singled  out  for  attack  such  real  or  purported  features  of 
Cartesianism as methodical doubt and the appeal to a deceptive God (which 
bring  religious  belief  into  question),  the  identification  of  matter  with 
extension (which is in tension with the Catholic doctrine of the Eucharist), 
and the compatibility of freedom with necessitation of the will (which is in 
line  with  a  condemned  Jansenism).  However,  Cartesian  doubt  and  the 
suggestion  of  the  possibility  of  a  deceptive  God  are  entirely  absent  from 
Pourchot’s discussion of logic and method in the Institutiones. Pourchot does 
allow for the identification of body with extension, but only insofar as body 
“is natural, or, insofar as it is really and actually extended in length, width 
and breadth,” and not insofar as it is considered with respect to the miracle of 
the Eucharist. Finally, there is an explicit endorsement in the Institutiones of 
the  claim  that  freedom  of  choice  requires  an  “indifference”  that  is 
incompatible with any necessitation of the will.

This is not to say that Pourchot was able to escape controversy; after 
all,  there is  the Paris  condemnation itself.  Nonetheless,  by the time of  the 
publication of  Pourchot’s  Institutiones  the  damage had already been done. 
This  text  itself  indicates  that  Cartesianism was  already a  force  within  the 
academy, and the ultimate victory of Cartesianism is reflected in the fact that 
in  1720,  the  University  of  Paris  instituted  new  statutes  that  incorporated 
Cartesian writings into the curriculum.

But  the  question  is  why  Pourchot’s  scholasticized  version  of 
Cartesianism was able triumph in this way. If scholasticism is preferred, why 
not just rely on its traditional non-Cartesian form? Here I want to propose in 
a  preliminary  way  that  Pourchot’s  success  depended  on  pressures  from 
outside of the French universities. I think that the main source of the pressure 
was not so much the fact that Du Roure and Regis presented Cartesianism in 
a scholastic format, but more the success of efforts to popularize Cartesian 
physics. Whereas French academics in the mainline universities for the most 
part ignored the new Cartesian philosophy in the 1650s and 1660s, there were 
several non-academic outlets for the consideration of Cartesian physics. We 
all know of the informal academies of Montmort and Denis, the Mercredis of 
Rohault,  and  the  salons  of  the  “Cartesian  women.”  By  means  of  these 
informal  gatherings,  there  was  a  wide  exposure  to  Descartes’s  ideas,  and 
these ideas  began to  work there  way into the teaching of  the universities 
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particularly of French religious congregations, such as the Benedictines and 
the Oratory, where fidelity to Augustine’s teachings was more important than 
strict adherence to the Aristotelianism of the schools. 

It seems to me that these developments, more than the publication of 
Du Roure’s manual, serve to explain why Cartesianism began to be seen as a 
threat during the 1670s to traditional instruction in the French universities. 
These developments also indicate that in France the agenda in physics was 
increasingly set not by the scholarly Latin tomes of the professors, but rather 
by popular works in French by non-academic Cartesian authors. One need 
think  only  of  Rohault’s  Traité  de  physique—an  important  source  for  the 
discussion of  physics in Regis’s  manual—and Fontenelle’s  Entretiens sur la 
pluralité  des  mondes,  both  written  in  French,  both  intended  for  a  popular 
audience. (I know there is the view that Fontenelle is not properly labeled a 
Cartesian,  but  I  have  argued  elsewhere  that  this  view  depends  on  a 
misguided  understanding  of  Cartesianism.)  The  popularity  of  Cartesian 
physics  outside  of  the  university  gave  it  a  vitality  that  the  old  scholastic 
physics just couldn’t match. 

Nonetheless, I think there is one aspect of the popular presentation of 
Cartesian  physics  that  can  help  us  to  understand  why  it  would  seem 
congenial in a scholastic context. I do not have in mind here the “empiricist” 
nature of later Cartesian physics that Roger mentions at several points and 
that has featured prominently in the recent literature. Instead, I’m thinking of 
the fact  that Cartesian physics,  as popularly presented, had a distinctively 
qualitative  character.  As  Alexandre  Koyré  has  observed,  the  physics  of 
Descartes’s Principia  “is, in fact, as little mathematical as that of Aristotle.” 
Sure, we have the quantitative laws of motion in Part II, but when we get to 
the details of Descartes’s natural philosophy in Parts III and IV, these laws are 
nearly absent. What we find there is rather is the positing of hypothesized 
corpuscular  replacements  for  the sort  of  forms and qualities  to  which the 
scholastics  appealed  in  order  to  provide  causal  explanations  of  natural 
phenomena. We find the same in Rohault’s Traité  and Regis’s Système.  This 
sort of Cartesian physics would seem to be more the successor of scholastic 
natural philosophy than the predecessor of, say, Newtonian physics.

In closing, however, I note that the qualitative Cartesian physics of the 
French universities  contrasts  with  the  more quantitative  Cartesian physics 
that  emerged  in  the  Paris  Académie  des  sciences  early  in  the  eighteenth 
century. Whereas Newton seems to have been virtually unmentioned in the 
French universities during this time, Cartesians in the Académie needed to 
confront the mathematical objections in his Principia mathematica to Cartesian 
celestial mechanics. I have argued elsewhere that Malebranche and Fontenelle 
were  the  central  figures  in  the  attempt  to  offer  a  quantitative  Cartesian 
physics that responds to the Newtonian challenge (this is largely why I think 
Fontenelle must be considered to be a Cartesian). In the 1730s the Oratorian 
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Joseph Privat de Molières—a member of the Académie but also a professor—
then reintroduced a more quantitative form of Cartesian physics back into the 
French universities. As Lawrence Brockliss (a favorite of Roger’s and mine) 
has noted, the debate in the universities became one “over the relative merits 
of Privat and Newton, not Newton and Descartes.” Indeed, given the fact that 
Privat’s physics owed much to innovations that Malebranche had introduced 
as  a  member  of  the  Académie,  we can say that  the  debate  concerned the 
relative merits of Malebranche and Newton. Here we have another example 
of an external influence on the teaching of Cartesianism in the schools. 

I mentioned previously Roger’s mentioning of Pourchot. Roger does 
this toward the end of his introduction to First Cartesians, citing the reference 
in one version of the Arrêt burlesque—the paradoy of the Paris Parlement’s 
1671  condemnation  of  Cartesianism—to  “Cartistes,  Malebranchistes  et 
Pourchotistes” as heroes. Roger notes that he could have expanded his study 
by including a consideration of the influence of Pourchot and Malebranche 
(DFC,  xviii-xix).  I  take  my  brief  remarks  concerning  the  importance  of 
Pourchot and Malebranche for the French academic reception of Descartes to 
indicate just how one could supplement Roger’s important and enlightening 
study of the first  French Cartesians by drawing attention to the impact of 
these two figures.  
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