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Overview of the Argument

In this book I reconstruct key aspects of the early career of Descartes from 1618 to
1633; that is, up through the point of his composing his first system of natural
philosophy, Le Monde in 1629-33. 1 focus upon the overlapping and intertwined
development of Descartes’ projects in physico-mathematics, analytical mathematics,
universal method, and finally systematic corpuscular-mechanical natural philosophy.
My concern is not simply with the conceptual and technical aspects of these projects;
but, with Descartes’ agendas within them and his construction and presentation of
his intellectual identity in relation to them. Hence, my subject matter is selective and
ultimately limited in relation to the potential field of concerns in which intellectual
historians and historians of science and philosophy might place Descartes, even the
young Descartes. Nevertheless, as I explain, my focus on technical projects, agendas
and identity well fits the scope and aim of scientific or intellectual biography.

On my analysis Descartes’ technical projects, agendas and senses of identity all shift
over time, entangle and display great successes and deep failures. This motivates my
choice of title, ‘Descartes Agonistes’: In all three dimensions—projects, agendas and
identity concerns—the young Descartes struggles and contends, with himself and
with real or virtual peers and competitors between 1618 and 1633, as he morphs from
a mathematically competent, Jesuit trained graduate in neo-Scholastic
Aristotelianism to aspiring prophet of a firmly systematised corpuscular-mechanism,
passing through stages of being a committed physico-mathematicus, advocate of a
putative “universal mathematics”, and projector of a grand methodological dream.

I argue that Descartes’ evolving program in physico-mathematics was the central, but
not exclusive element in this complicated story, and thereby indicate how the more
usual tales of Descartes’ development can and must be retold around this axis. Unlike
my previous work, the present book establishes that early on Descartes was very far
from being interested in constructing a systematic natural philosophy, and that his
commitment to corpuscular mechanism, though real, was more peripheral than
central to the evolving tangle of his projects and concerns. Indeed, it was only
through the maturation of his physico-mathematics, and the simultaneous collapse of
alternative grand projects in method and universal mathematics, that he saw his way,
finally, to becoming a systematic philosopher of nature, offering a corpuscular-
mechanical system with, as he saw it, unusually strong grounding in physico-
mathematical achievements and practices.
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