
and ingenious theories about where the story is going. But we are not 
the authors of the story. And the denouement is not ours to devise. If 
we proudly insist on twisting the story into the pattern which we 
choose for ourselves, there can be only one ending. And it will not be a 
happy one. 
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Descartes and Capitalism 

Ian Hamnett 

In a pace-setting paper recently published in New Bluckfriars’, Fergus 
Kerr argues that Cartesian assumptions and presuppositions have 
entered so deeply into the thinking of the West that even those who 
profess to follow other traditions of thought can often be found to be 
working within the Cartesian paradigm. Here I hope to develop just 
one of the many lines of inquiry to which Father Kerr has pointed, 
arguing that there is a convergence between Cartesian anthropology 
on the one hand and the productive relations of capitalism on the 
other. Beyond this, I shall try to suggest that this convergence can 
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tentatively be documented so as to form a real part of the “history of 
ideas” in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, rather than left as 
no more than an abstract, analytical congruence OP aptness of fit. 

The theoretical argument is straightforward and can be concisely 
stated. Thomist anthropology and psychology propose a unitary 
conception of man and of the relationship between soul and body. 
Kerr pertinently reminds us (p. 255) of Aquinas’s commentary on 
I Corinthians 15, and quotes his memorable reference to the soul as 
pars corporis human?. This unity is found in all living things, in 
vegetables, for example, and in “brutes”; the rational soul in man, 
moreover, is no exception to this unitary principle. A corollary of this 
is that, as Kenny puts it, “a human being is not something that has a 
body; it is a body, a living body of a particular kind”3. It follows that 
I cannot strictly be said to “own” my bodily powers or faculties, as 
though “I” were something apart from them. Accordingly, I cannot 
alienate those powers and faculties by sale or lease as though they were 
objects at my disposal, like material goods or even non-material goods 
such as legal rights and so forth4. 

Descartes substituted for this a dualist anthropology, wherein the 
body, including the human body, can in the end be regarded as a 
mechanism (whether “hydraulic” or otherwise) in which, in the case 
of human beings, the “SOUI” is lodged as an alien or at least a 
gratuitous element. This element was superadded by the will of God to 
the physiological container, and was hypothesised to reside in the 
pineal gland5. Various metaphors and analogues were used by 
Descartes and his followers to illustrate the relationship. Descartes 
himself was more careful than some of his disciples to maintain the 
empirical unity in actual human persons of the two disparate elements 
thus conjoined. Thus, “I am not only lodged in my body as a pilot in a 
vessel, but ... I am besides so intimately conjoined and as it were 
intermixed with it, that my mind and body compose a certain unity”6. 
Statements, like this, however, must not be interpreted the wrong way 
round. Descartes’ firm assertion of “a certain unity”, in its very 
emphasis and even note of surprise, derives from a prior and more 
fundamental stress on difference, which his seeming qualification 
simply confirms. 

The cogitating “ego” thus lodged in its house of clay can now 
plausibly be said to “own” the body which it inhabits, and hence to 
own also that bodily activity which is labour (or “labour power”, to 
anticipate the later distinction); and if I own my bodily powers I can, 
not impossibly, be regarded as free to sell them too. Where the 
Aristotelian-Thomist psychology sees my labour as myserf in act, 
Cartesian dualism permits it to be seen as the exercise of faculties 
which I can dispose of to others, either for value (as in a contract of 
labour) or otherwise. The road is clear, in other words, for a political 
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anthropology where I ,  who now own nothing but my labour power, 
sell it to the owner of the means of production, who appropriates the 
wealth which that purchased-alienated-labour creates. 

It is instructive to note the demarche which makes that final step 
possible. The locus classicus is found in Locke, himself an admirer of 
Descartes.- 

Though the earth and all inferior creatures be common to 
all men, yet every man has a ‘property’ in his own 
‘person’. This nobody has a right to  but himself. The 
‘labour’ of his body and the ‘work’ of his hands, we may 
say, are properly his. Whatsoever, then, he removes out of 
the state that Nature has provided and left it in, he hath 
mixed his labour with i t ,  and joined to it something that is 
his own, and thereby makes i t  his property.It being by him 
removed from the common state Nature placed it in, it 
hath by this’labour something annexed to  it that excludes 
the common right of other men. For this ‘labour’ being the 
unquestionable property of the labourer, no man but he 
can have a right to what that is once joined to ... Thus, the 
grass my horse has bit, the turfs my servant has cut, and 
the ore I have digged in any place . . . become my property 
... The labour that was mine, removing them out of that 
common state they were in, hath fixed my property in 
them.’ 

Locke is charmingly unaware of the contradiction in the latter 
part of this passage which, as it stands, should logically make “the 
turfs my servant has cut” become his property, not mine. The absent 
middle term is the implied thesis that the servant’s labour becomes my 
labour by the contract of employment. What had been my servant’s 
becomes mine, just as if it were a horse or a field conveyed to  me by a 
contract and instrument of sale. 

There is an interesting comparison here with classical Roman law, 
which denied acquisition of ownership through free men (servants, in 
Locke’s sense) while admitting it through slaves. The latter possibility 
depended on the idea that the dominus really owned the slave much as 
he owned a thing, so that everything the slave acquired became 
automatically the property of his master. It was of course always 
possible for a free man to be under a contractual obligation to convey 
the property in certain goods to  the creditor in the contract; but in 
such a case, the creditor enjoyed only a right in personam against the 
other to have the goods conveyed. He did not directly acquire a right 
in rem to  the goods themselves, as he did in the case of a slave-or as 
Locke did in the case of his servant.* 

In principle, the labour transferred from servant to  master should 
not be compared only to material goods nor restricted to  physical 
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labour in the usual sense. In a seventeenth and early eighteenth 
century context, however, there are some difficulties in extending the 
notion to “mental” work. These difficulties make it more than usually 
hazardous to reach prematurely for neat conclusions. W.F. Bynum 
warns that “eighteenth century theories of mind took far less 
cognisance of the brain than we do. Their universe was more nearly 
Cartesian than ours in their separation of mind and brain, and, more 
important, their conflation of the philosophical and medical concepts 
of mind with the theological concept of soul ... indeed the French use 
the single word I’cime for both”.’ Mental labour thus still lay on the 
“spiritual” side of the mind (soul)-body dichotomy. Perhaps this can 
be consistently accounted for by the suggestion that at this point in 
western European history the norm of “labour” was, or was 
perceived as being, physical toil. The concept of “workers by hand 
and brain” lay in the future. 

It is easy enough to point to an analytical congruence between the 
relationship of master and servant sketched by Locke, and Descartes’ 
dualistic anthropology. It is another matter to affirm a genetic link 
between the two sets of ideas-unless, that is, one is content, as so 
often in “history of ideas” methodology, simply to ascribe everything 
wholesale to the “spirit of the age”. In what follows, I attempt no 
more than to make some tentative moves to pass beyond that 
somewhat tautologous kind of argument. A useful starting point is to 
distinguish at the outset between the use that Descartes made of his 
theoretical ideas, and what happened to them when they passed into 
the hands of his successors and popularisers. I offer three specific 
examples. 

Occasionalisrn. Ni c ol  as M a1 e b ranch e O, t he 0 ra t  o r i an 
philosopher, was perhaps the most dedicated Cartesian of them 
all-Descartes himself included! He followed his master’s dualism to 
its conclusion, dispensing with Descartes’ rather useasy affirmation of 
the substantial unity of soul and body already discussed, and instead 
boldly affirming that the two constituents of man could only be held 
together, as Hobart says (pp. 81-3), “by means of a mutual 
correspondence between the modifications of the soul and those of the 
body ... God has established for man’s conservation that, when man 
wills to act, his willing (a purely mental modification) is accompanied 
by his acting (a modification of the body)”. This occasionalism has, 
unsurprisingly perhaps, brought radical dualism into some disrepute: 
but though it may well be regarded as a logical derivative of Cartesian 
theory, Descartes himself did not propound it .  

Animal sensation. Cartesian theory led to a view of animals that 
saw them as machines, incapable of suffering pain”. Nicholas 
Fontaine gives a sickening account of the cruelties inflicted upon dogs, 
and says of the experimenters, “on y parloit sans cesse du nouveau 
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systkme du monde selon M. Descartes, et l’on admiroit”12. 
Malebranche too is said to have thrashed his dog daily, and laughed at 
those who reproached him. Yet though Descartes’ theories of animal 
automatism provided the theoretical basis for the idea that animals do 
not suffer pain, he himself seems to have been in practice reasonably 
humane. 

L ’Homme-Machine. The most dramatic development of 
Cartesian dualism was, of course, Julien Offroy de La Mettrie’s 
L’Homme-Machine, published in 1748, almost exactly a century after 
Descartes’ Truitk des Passions de I’Ame (1649).” La Mettrie turned 
Descartes on his head, extending the notion of animal automatism to 
embrace human beings too, and by eliminating the “spiritual” 
element in Cartesian dualism, extracted a rigorous, unitary and 
atheistic anthropology from what was left. This potential 
development in an atheistic direction was noted by Henry More, and 
was one of the principal reasons why so passionate and extreme a 
youthful disciple of Descartes came later to reject those aspects of 
Cartesian philosophy that smacked to him of mechanism.14 

Cartesian influence was thus generally transmitted in modified or 
even in inverted form. Its impact in England is of more particular 
interest since it was there that capitalism developed first and most 
fully: though it was also there that Descartes’ penetration was 
unusually obscure and ambiguous. “Historians”, writes Laudan”, 
“have never been able to come to any satisfactory conclusions about 
the influence of Descartes on seventeenth-century English thought”, 
though he goes on to refer to work in the 1950s and 1960s that shows 
this influence to have been much greater than previously supposed; 
and a considerable periodical literature, especially in the fields of 
medicine and science, has subsequently confirmed this judgment.16 

Popularisations of Cartesianism in fact gave Descartes’s 
ideas-or transformations of them-a place in the minds of ordinary 
educated people at  the very point when, for mixed reasons, Cartesian 
philosophy was losing much of its appeal for many scientists and 
philosophers. This is precisely the dynamic process that Max Weber 
had in mind when (echoing Goethel’) he spoke of the “elective 
affinity” or “congeniality” ( Wuhlverwundschuf?) that holds between 
material or moral interests on the one hand and systems of ideas or 
beliefs on the other. The original doctrines are subjected over time to a 
process of selective emphasis by their adherents. Thus, the Calvinism 
(in the context of Weber’s studies of Puritanism and capitalism) or the 
Cartesianism (in the context of this article) that emerges in the second 
or third generation is a significantly modified transposition of the 
original, and one that is better adapted to the interests of the believers. 

Finally it is worth noting that rejections of Cartesianism, 
especially by former disciples, and more especially still when thirty or 
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fifty years have passed, may be far less significant than they seem. 
Nicolson remarks that “although the disciples of Descartes departed 
from his teaching, they never entirely recovered from his influence”’8. 
Fergus Kerr has shown how professed Thomists, even while actually 
engaged upon a struggle against Cartesianism, could still be found 
working within a Cartesian paradigm of which they were unaware. 
The “post-Cartesians” of the later seventeenth and the eighteenth 
centuries are similarly placed. Moreover, even explicit refutations of 
Descartes can be ambiguous. The seventeenth-century English 
physician and pioneer of cerebral anatomy, Thomas Willis, noting 
that the pineal body occurs in animals as well as man, claims that 
“hence we can scarce believe this to be the seat of the  SOU^"'^. This 
observation, while rejecting Descartes’ precise placing of the soul in 
the body, nevertheless takes the underlying anthropology for granted. 
Somewhere or other, even if  not in the pineal or any other gland, there 
is a purely spiritual humanum ego (Kerr, p. 254) inhabiting, owning 
and selling off its acts, faculties and powers in the market economy 
now accelerating towards supremacy in the western world.’” 
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to sources and bibliography. 
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