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Doctoral Theses 

Péter Gulyás: The Physiology of Heart and Blood in Descartes 

In this paper, my main aim is to maintain the following claims: 

(1) Descartes’ natural philosophy can be characterized by the asymmetries onto which he 

founds his physics. For example, he asserts that the intrinsic state of the nature is fluidity, 

and not solidity; and he also claims that the rest is only the derived variable of motion. 

Amongst these oppositions, the most significant is the difference between the rectilinear 

and the circular movement: for Descartes, the rectilinear movement has ontological and 

ethical importance also. 

(2) The main specialty of Descartes’ physiological model is the effort to define the 

functions of human and animal body by the terms of mechanical philosophy. Examining 

this effort, one may conclude that: 

(a) Descartes’ methodology can be opposed to the methods followed by Jean Fernel, 

the major representant of the physiological thought in the Renaissance. While Fernel 

claimed that all the corporeal motions could be reduced to the activity of the faculties 

of the soul which are communicated to the organs by the spirits, Descartes 

maintained that these spirits are of a mechanical and physical nature. 

(b) Descartes’ theses and methodology can also be opposed to the explanations of 

William Harvey concerning the movement of the heart and the circulation of blood. 

Despite the fact that Descartes claimed that the blood circulates in the body, his 

concept of circular movement can not be compared to Harvey’s whose assumption is 

based on the Aristotelian set of physical concepts. It follows that the debate of 

Descartes and Harvey can not be grasped as the conflict of „rationalism” and 

„empirism”. 
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(c) The model proposed by Descartes involves several problems which can not be 

eliminated if one applies the model to the real body. These problems concern the 

individuality of the body and the teleological order of animal and human behavior. In 

his early texts, Descartes neutralizes these difficulties by the assumption that God 

created all the organical bodies in an immediate way. 

(d) One of the main results of the examination of Descartes’ early physiological texts 

is that in 1633 Descartes did not explain the movement of the heart with reference to 

the phenomenon of fermentation but by assuming that the heart boils blood. 

Another significant principle in Descartes’s physiology is that through the maternal 

blood the memories of the mother can be transferred to the fetus. 

(e) The early embryological fragments of Descartes show that for him the concept of 

life can not be reduced to mechanical processes; therefore the Cartesian physiology is 

not without the principle of vitalism. 

(3) By analyzing the changes occurred in the texts of the 1640’s, we may claim that: 

(a) Descartes constructs a completely new explanation of the movement of the heart 

in the debate with Plempius. This explanation considers the dilatation of the blood 

and the heat of the heart as a result of the fermentation of the blood remained in the 

heart. 

(b) The tendencies of the development of Descartes’ embryological model show that 

the Cartesian explanations of the formation of the fetus are based on the model 

constructed to interpret the movement of the heart and the circulation of blood. 

(4) By the examination of the tendencies and the models mentioned above this paper 

concludes that for Descartes the blood serves as a kind of material soul. Therefore the 

blood can function in the same way in a soul-less body as the soul in the complex of mind 

and body: it is because of the heart and the blood that the body of an animal can be 
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described as an individuum and it is by the effects of the maternal blood that the newborn 

animals and humans have the same instincts as the full-grown ones. 

(5) This material soul is not the same as the rational one because the material soul is mortal. 

Despite this fact, for Descartes the blood and the heart is situated above the other natural 

entities because they oppose deformation. For example, one may not be killed by the 

coldness of sadness according to the late philosophy of Descartes, because in the body the 

heat of the heart necessarily prevails. Therefore the difference between heat and cold is of 

the same nature as the difference between motion and rest: the former term of the 

opposition is more „valuable” for Descartes than the latter. Indeed, Descartes attributes a 

similar kind of relevance to the heat in his physiology as he attributed to the rectilinear 

movement in his physics: both heat and rectilinearity are the signs of inherent goodness of 

being in the moral theology of Descartes. 

  

 

   


