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One must have passions to be happy,
but they must be made to serve our happiness.
– Émilie du Châtelet
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Émilie du Châtelet (1706–1749) works are primarily in natural philosophy and metaphysics.1
However, her most widely read and translated work is the Discourse on Happiness (Discours sur
la bonheur). Despite the popularity of the Discourse, there are relatively few scholarly
discussions of its the philosophical content.2 Judith Zinsser provides an excellent account of the
development and writing of the Discourse, its relation to Du Châtelet’s translation of
Mandeville, and the influence of Fontenelle, Voltaire, and La Mettrie. Barbara Whitehead shows
how du Châtelet’s views differed from the treatises on happiness of her close contemporaries,
Voltaire, d’Holbach, La Mettrie, and Helvétius. But many discussions, such as Robert Mauzi’s
“Introduction” to the first critical edition, focus on the autobiographical aspects of the
Discourse.3 As of yet there is no systematic interpretation of du Châtelet’s theory of happiness
presented in the secondary literature. That is, there is no clear account of du Châtelet’s views on
the nature of, and the means to, happiness nor an interpretation of the roles played by “great
machines of happiness.”
This paper addresses these three essential aspects of the Discourse. First, what is happiness?
The first pages of the Discourse lead one in different directions concerning her theory of the
nature of happiness. However, an analysis of the text provides evidence for interpreting her
account as a version of hedonism rather than a pluralist or a desire-based account of happiness.
Second, what are the means to achieving happiness? Here, I argue that we should understand du
Châtelet’s passions and tastes as providing an account of long-term, self-sustaining, and indeed,
often increasing, sources of pleasure and happiness. So, while her general view is hedonistic, her
emphasis on passions as the means to pleasure and happiness is unique. This surprisingly
twenty–first century sounding treatment of the passions makes her version of hedonism more
psychologically nuanced than typical versions of the view. It also sets her view apart from the
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works of her eighteenth-century contemporaries whose views were influenced by Epicurean and
Stoic accounts of happiness.
Finally, I discuss what du Châtelet calls the “great machines of happiness.” She provides a
list of things that are somehow related to happiness: freedom from prejudice, health, virtue,
having tastes and passions, and being susceptible to illusions. The key to understanding du
Châtelet’s account of happiness is in interpreting the roles of items on this list. As noted above,
my interpretation is that passions and tastes are the means to achieving pleasure and happiness
and should be treated as more fundamental than the other items on the list. But how are we to
understand the remainder of the list? Some commentators claim the five remaining features are
logically necessary conditions for happiness. However, it seems unlikely that du Châtelet would
offer this sort of account of happiness. Moreover, these items are neither logically necessary, nor
jointly sufficient, for happiness. Here, I argue that the remainder of her great machines of
happiness are better understood as the character traits which enable one to develop and sustain
one’s passions and tastes. Thus, these character traits are prudentially rational traits to cultivate,
but not logically necessary.

1. What is Happiness?
Before turning to the analysis of du Châtelet’s account, we must address a few issues about
happiness and well-being. First, there are many people who do not sharply distinguish happiness
from well-being or what makes a life go well for the person who lives it.4 But I take du Châtelet
to be providing a guide to well-being. She is certainly not providing an account of morality, as
virtue is only one feature of her account. Additionally, her list of elements of the happy life
includes things like freedom from prejudice and health, and there is no direct line from these
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qualities to happiness construed as a temporary emotional or psychological state. Rather, they
seem to be constituents of a life of flourishing. Moreover, du Châtelet begins her Discourse by
emphasizing that it is difficult to be happy without “reflecting on and planning conduct,” which
shows that the happy life takes care to cultivate. These considerations should lead us to believe
that she is concerned with what makes a life go well for the person who lives it, and that she uses
‘happiness’ to express the content of well-being.
I begin by assessing her view with respect to the three commonly held types of theories in
well-being: objective list, desire-satisfaction, and hedonism.5 This helps us see the ways in which
du Châtelet’s views can be understood in twenty-first century terms, but also picks out the ways
in which her understanding of happiness and its sources is distinctive and how it differs from our
contemporary views.
The opening paragraphs of the Discourse provide du Châtelet’s aims for the work. She
writes, “it is commonly believed that it is difficult to be happy, and there is much reason for such
a belief; but it would be much easier for men to be happy if reflecting on and planning conduct
preceded action” (DH 349).6 She advocates the use of reason and self-knowledge in guiding our
actions. In presenting the Discourse, she provides the reader with “what age and the
circumstances of their life would provide too slowly,” so that they might benefit from her
experience (DH 349).7 She formulates her view based on her experience of what makes herself
and others happy. However, there is some question as to whether Du Châtelet’s account of
happiness can be generalized so that it applies to all people. Indeed, she claims “not to write for
all sorts of social orders and all sorts of people” (DH 350). This statement has led
commentators, like Barbara Whitehead, to claim that there is no universal account to be found in
Du Châtelet’s work. Whitehead writes that du Châtelet, “did not present a universalized
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systematic dissection of the nature of happiness and the necessary conditions for its pursuit.”8
Whitehead argues that since du Châtelet’s account is based on her personal experience and
allows that individuals will differ with respect to the exact activities that will bring them
happiness, her account is not universal.9 However, as I will show, du Châtelet’s account of
passions and tastes as the essential means to happiness is universal in its recommendations, even
though individuals will vary with respect to their particular passions and tastes. Moreover, while
it is true that some of the text is ambiguous because it is not clear whether du Châtelet is making
claims about the deep nature of happiness or about the means to happiness, my interpretation
shows that she offers an account of the nature of happiness and how to achieve it.
Du Châtelet begins, “In order to be happy, one must have freed oneself of prejudices, one
must be virtuous, healthy, have tastes and passions, and be susceptible to illusions” (DH 349).10
These are what she calls “great machines of happiness [les grandes machines du bonheur].”11
But what are we to make of this list? Perhaps, we should read it as a list of non-instrumental
goods? If this were true, then perhaps the items on the list constitute happiness? Or perhaps
having some of each of the items would give us a well-balanced life? Is she, then, providing a
pluralist account or objective list theory of happiness? As Christopher Rice notes, “The objective
list theory of well-being holds that a plurality of basic objective goods directly benefit people.
…The objective list theory is pluralistic (it does not identify an underlying feature shared by
these goods) and objective (the basic goods benefit people independently of their reactive
attitudes toward them).”12
According to objective list theorists, states such as knowledge, achievement, and virtue are
non-instrumentally good for all persons, whether they want them or not. It is possible that du
Châtelet might hold that virtue, freedom from prejudice, and health are good for one whether one
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wants them or not. But she indicates that some of the items on her list are only for the sake of
other items. That is, they are instrumental welfare goods. For instance, she holds that health is a
good in service of having and indulging in one’s passions. She writes, “But in order to have
passions, to be able to satisfy them, one must certainly be healthy; this is the first good” (DH
351).13 In addition, she seems to think that virtue is prudentially valuable, not because its
achievement is sufficient for happiness, but to avoid suffering the scorn of others and one’s own
conscience. She calls the claim that “one cannot be immoral and happy at the same” time an
“axiom,” but holds that the torture of conscience and disdain of others is what prevents one from
being happy while immoral. So, virtue seems to be beneficial in part for avoiding suffering or on
account of what it causes or prevents. Its value may even derive from a subjective aversion to
suffering. Of course, it is possible that having all the items in the list in the right way, might be
conducive to, or perhaps even, constitutive of, happiness. I will return to this thought in section
3.2. But it does not appear that du Châtelet is offering what we now call an objective list theory,
since some of the items on the list are not directly beneficial and others depend on subjective
attitudes.
She pulls us in a different direction in the next paragraph when she writes, “One is only
happy because of satisfied tastes and passions [On n’est heureux que par des goûts & des
passions satisfaites] (DB 4/DH 349).” The claim that tastes and passions are to be “satisfied”
might tempt us to claim that du Châtelet is offering a desire satisfaction account of happiness. If
we read ‘tastes’ and ‘passions’ as desires (or types of desires), then we might hold that she is
providing an account on which the satisfaction of one’s desires is constitutive of happiness.
According to such a view, attaining the objects of your desires is good for you, and not attaining
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the objects of your desires is bad for you. With the stipulation that passions and tastes are types
of desires, we can say that the more of your passions or tastes are satisfied, the happier you are.
Is this good evidence that she holds a desire satisfactionist theory? It does not seem so.
Passions and tastes are playing an important role in du Châtelet’s account, but ultimately she
does not give a desire fulfillment account of happiness. This is evinced by the passages following
her discussion of passions and tastes that make a strong case for a hedonistic theory of the nature
of happiness with tastes and passions as the main causal drivers, or means, to happiness.
She writes, “one must begin by saying to oneself, and by convincing oneself, that we have
nothing to do in the world but to obtain for ourselves some agreeable sensations and feelings”
(DH 349).14 In a similar vein she claims, “Now, the only point of living is to experience
agreeable sensations and feelings, and the stronger the agreeable feelings are, the happier one is”
(DH 350).15 For du Châtelet, agreeable sensations and feelings just are pleasure, and the more
pleasure you have, the happier you are. The inclusion of feelings indicates that she acknowledges
both physical and mental pleasure in her account. That is, she thinks that sensations, like those
one might get from a good massage, as well as those mental states like loving feelings or pride in
accomplishments, are pleasure.16 In addition, she emphasizes the intensity of feeling as
something that increases happiness. Here, she prefigures the views of Bentham, who held that
intensity and duration were important aspects of measuring the intrinsic value of an episode of
pleasure.17
Further, du Châtelet believes that pleasures and pains are commensurable. This is most
obvious in her discussions of balancing the pain of overeating with the pleasure of good food.
She writes, “If the stomachache or the gout that the excesses of the table give you causes pain
more acute than the pleasure you find in satisfying your love of fine food, you calculate badly”
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(DH 351).18 She also recognizes the notion of diminishing returns when she admits that she gets
great pleasure out of acquiring a new snuffbox, but knows that her pleasure would not be as great
if she already owned thirty snuffboxes as she “would be less appreciative of the thirty-first” (DH
359).19 Finally, while commentators have claimed that du Châtelet’s views are influenced by
Epicurean philosophy, this does not seem to be the case.20 In a passage which condemns the
Epicurean notion that merely minimizing pain and suffering is sufficient for a good life, she
writes, “But it is not enough for us not to be unhappy, life would not be worth the effort of living
if the absence of suffering was our only goal; nothingness would be better, for assuredly, that is
the state of least suffering” (DH 354).21 Du Châtelet holds that one’s life must have a positive
balance of pleasure over pain to be worth living.22 At the end of the Discourse, she proclaims,
“as long as we prefer to endure life, we must open ourselves to pleasure by all the doors leading
to our soul; we have no other business” (DH 365). These passages all support a hedonistic
account of the nature of happiness—the view that pleasure is the only basic source of noninstrumental benefit—and one that is quite sophisticated in that she seems to have presaged
many features of hedonism that others will develop later.23
So, despite there being a case to be made for a desire-fulfillment view of the nature of
happiness, du Châtelet is best interpreted as a hedonist about the nature of happiness. She
believes that experiencing physical and mental pleasure constitutes our well-being. The next
question to be addressed is, given that the nature of happiness is pleasure, how do we get it?
Here, I believe the answer is that pleasure comes from satisfying passions and tastes. At this
point, the reader might think that desire satisfaction is the means to happiness. But in what
follows, I will argue that her passions should not be understood as desires.
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2. Passions and Desires
Du Châtelet provides a conception of passions that can do more for her moral psychology and
theory of happiness than desires (as these are understood by advocates of desire-based theories).
Her passions have the traits of the two kinds of desires identified by philosophers, but since
passions are not extinguished by an instance of satisfaction, they can create long-term and
consistent pleasure. Given that I will argue that her account of the passions is a departure from
seventeenth and eighteenth century views of the passions, it is important to note some of the way
in which she was influenced by, and diverges from, her peers.
Debates about whether reason or passions are more conducive to our happiness were
common in this time period, and while an overview of these debates is well beyond the scope of
this paper, it is helpful to see her work in context. For instance, Descartes affirms the Stoic view
of happiness as the contentment of mind achieved by the pursuit of virtue (AT XI.442/ CSM
I.382). He argues that many passions, which he understands as emotions, must be managed by
reason and habit (AT XI.488/CSM I.404).24 In addition, Descartes lists desires as one of the
primary passions. Finally, Descartes emphasizes generosity, which is both a passion and a virtue.
Generosity consists in knowing that one has free will along with the determination to use it
well.25 While du Châtelet did not think that contentment was sufficient for happiness, she does
agree with Descartes that reason and free will have roles to play in making our passions serve
our happiness. However, as we will see, she does not provide a Cartesian account of the passions
as mere emotions, nor should we think of passions as desires.26 So, while Descartes is an
influence on certain features of her account, like her view that reason and freedom are important
for choosing and managing passions, there are more differences than similarities between their
theories of the nature of the passions.
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Voltaire and La Mettrie also influenced the development of du Châtelet’s account of
happiness. Both Voltaire and Le Mettrie thought that the passions should be moderated.27
However, while Voltaire argued for moderation in all things (except for study), La Mettrie held
that only disagreeable passions should be moderated, and that pleasure should in no way be
limited. Du Châtelet agreed with Voltaire that moderation was important for preventing
pleasurable activities from becoming painful. For example, she advises the avoidance of
overindulgence in one’s favorite food to prevent a stomachache. Moderation in indulging one’s
passion for fine foods allows for a greater balance of pleasure over pain in the long-term.
Moreover, she holds that moderation makes occasional indulgences more pleasurable. She
suggests periodic dieting and abstemiousness so to have “a more delicious pleasure” when one
next indulges (DH 351). While she does advocate occasional moderation for the heightening of
pleasure, du Châtelet’s views on pursuing passions seem somewhat closer to La Mettrie’s views
than those of Voltaire. As we will see, like La Mettrie, du Châtelet thinks the only reason for
extinguishing a passion is if it ceases to provide more pleasure than pain.
I do not interpret du Châtelet’s passions as desires, but commentators have equated du
Châtelet’s passions with desires. For instance, Véronique Le Ru, discussing du Châtelet’s
passions, writes,

Émilie met ici l’accent sur un point très important: le désir est ce qu’il y a de plus précieux
dans une vie car on a beau vouloir desirer, le désir ne se commande pas. Le désir est ce qui
anime la vie humaine, d’où a contraio le fait que l’absence de tout désir conduit à la mort.
La Marquise rejette l’ataraxie, sa philosophie moral est proche de celle de Descartes qu’elle
connaît bein notamment par la correspondence du philosophe avec la Princesse Elisabeth. Sa
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moral, à l’instar de celle de Descartes, est un apologie de passions et de leur regulation
mâtinée d’epicurisme et de stoïcisme.28

Here, Le Ru refers to du Châtelet’s passions as desires in addition to noting her rejection of
Epicureanism and Stoicism. I have already noted there are reasons to reject that du Châtelet is
following the Epicurean view, but I also believe that we should reject the interpretation of her
passions are mere desires. Her view is more original and prescient than commentators have
claimed. So, while commentators might think that du Châtelet developed the view that pleasure
is achieved by the satisfaction of desires, this would be a mistake.29
First, it Du Châtelet might have used the term “désirs” rather than “goûts” and “passions,” in
her discussion, but she seems to take these terms to mean different things.30 She does use the
term “désirs” in the Discourse but not in connection with the great machines of happiness.
Rather, she discusses how one can learn to moderate one’s desires so to better appreciate what
one already has (DH 358).31 Her point in these passages appears to be that it is best to avoid
things out of reach or beyond one’s means. Moreover, she uses the terms together when she
argues against those who advocate the elimination of passions and desires as necessary for
happiness: “The moralists who say to men, curb your passions and master your desires if you
want to be happy, do not know the route to happiness. One is only happy because of satisfied
tastes and passions (DH 349).”32 Here, I read Du Châtelet as claiming that some moral
philosophers, following the Epicurean and Stoic traditions, associate eliminating, or at least
minimizing, passions and desires with a happy life, while her account of happiness requires
satisfying one’s passions and tastes. Passions always have both an affective part (an associated
emotion) and an appetitive part (that is something like desire or motivation to pursue). These two
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aspects of passions are most clear in her discussions of the passions of love and gambling. In her
discussion of “the passion of gambling,” which she thinks is most useful (if moderated) in old
age when other passions like love are no longer available. She writes, “Our soul wants to be
moved by the passions of hope or fear; it is made happy only by things that cause it to feel alive.
Now gambling places us perpetually in the grip of these two passions, and consequently holds our
soul in an emotion that is one of the great principles of happiness to be found in us (DH 359).”33
How do du Châtelet’s passions work? On my interpretation, first, we experience the
emotions or feelings associated with the activity—the hope of winning and fear of losing in this
case. This causes the excitement and motivation for pursuing the activity. The same holds for the
passion of love where hope and fear also play a role. We first experience the emotional aspect of
love—the hope of loving and being loved, and the fear of rejection. These emotions lead to the
sense of excitement and a motivation to pursue the loving relationship. This dual aspect of the
passions sets du Châtelet’s view of passions apart from mere desires. In a recent article, Chris
Heathwood, drawing on Hume’s account of types of passions (Treatise 2.3.3–4), argues that it
makes a great difference to the formulation of the desire-based theory which of the two types of
desire we focus on. According to Heathwood, desires can either be “behavioral,” which is “an
intentional state that disposes the person in it to try to act in the ways that (according to the
person’s beliefs) would make its content true,” or a desire can be “genuinely attractive” which is
when a “person finds the occurrence of the event attractive or appealing, is enthusiastic about it
(at least to some extent), and tends to view it with pleasure or gusto.”34 He writes,

Hume’s calm and violent passions seem to correspond, respectively, to our behavioral and
genuine-attraction desires. For Hume talks about the influence that a passion can have on the
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will—this is the behavioral sense—and contrasts this with the violence of the passion, or the
disorder it occasions in the temper—which evokes our genuine-attraction sense. But Hume’s
remarks suggest that one and the same state might have both a degree of influence on the
will and a degree of violence. My characterization of the distinction, as well as the
characterizations of most of the philosophers mentioned above, suggest, alternatively, that in
such a case there would be two different states: a behavioral desire, which has a degree of
influence on the will, and a true desire, which has a degree of violence.35

Present day desire theorists favor the genuine-attraction account of desire as the account of
“true” desires. Hume thought that there were two kinds of passions that affect either the will or
cause an emotional response, but du Châtelet’s passions always have both features. As was said
above, du Châtelet’s passions are not to be equated with mere feelings, since they also have a
motivational component. Nor are they merely a motivation for action because they have
associated feelings of positive affect which drives the motivation. While philosophers like
Descartes saw the passions as mere emotions that were opposed to reason, du Châtelet argues
that there are passions that are reasonable to pursue. Moreover, du Châtelet’s passions are active
endeavors or pursuits. That is, the passion for study is the enthusiastic and enjoyable pursuit of
study. This may differentiate her view from both Descartes’s view, where passions are nonvoluntary emotional reactions, and contemporary views, such as Heathwood’s where the object
of a desire is the actualization of a state of affairs. For du Châtelet, a passion is in no way
passive. We must seek out passions, and as she says, “passions do not come for the asking,” and
“it is for us to make them serve our happiness” (DH 350).36
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Another interesting aspect of her account of passions is how much it sounds like our twentyfirst century ordinary usage of having a passion for something. Du Châtelet speaks of having a
passion for study or a passion for fine food in very much the same way think of passions today—
as activities that we enjoy pursuing.37
Finally, and most importantly, her account of passions does something that desire accounts
cannot, and this feature should be of great appeal to anyone interested in happiness or wellbeing. For the main difference between mere desires and her understanding of passions is that
desires are extinguished when satisfied; that is, once the state of affairs or object of the desire has
been attained, that desire no longer exists. Desires must be continually generated and satisfied to
increase one’s well-being.38 This feature of desires has long been recognized. For instance,
Hobbes writes that “to have no desire, is to be dead.”39 If you have a desire for a particular food
like a piece of dark chocolate and you eat a piece of dark chocolate, that desire is satisfied. Of
course, you may later generate a similar desire for another piece of dark chocolate, but it is not
the numerically same desire as the previous one. Du Châtelet’s passions do not work in the same
way.
For du Châtelet, the pursuit of the object or the activity one is passionate about does not
extinguish the passion. Instead, the pursuit feeds and increases the passion! For instance, a
passion for study is not extinguished by a particular act of studying. Rather, if one cultivates a
true passion for study, the activity of study reinforces that passion and makes it stronger.40 What
is so good about having passions is that they support long-term happiness by their persistence.41
A passion is like a fire that is stoked by its fuel as opposed to a desire which is like a thirst that is
quenched by water. This is not to say that passions cannot be extinguished. They most certainly
can be if their pursuit is deemed hopeless or if experience or reason convinces us that they will
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cause more pain than pleasure. But this does not undermine the essential difference between
passions and desires.
This feature of passions might give du Châtelet a solution to the Makropulos case proposed
by Bernard Williams.42 In his essay regarding the possibility of immortality, Williams argues
that immortality would be boring. The worry is that with endless time, how could anyone remain
occupied and interested in anything? The problem, as Williams sees it, is that no activity could
possibly make boredom unthinkable.43 He notes that most attempted answers to this problem
lack either something that insures a sufficiently engaging activity or the motivation to continue
the activity. Since desires are extinguished upon attainment of their objects, given eternity to
satisfy our desires, it seems we will eventually run out of them. Here, du Châtelet’s account of
passions might fare better if we can identify and cultivate passions. She can maintain that
engaging in passions provides both a pursuit that is enjoyable in itself and which provides
increasing motivation to pursue it. As opposed to desires, passions are long-term and consistent.
This is a feature that du Châtelet acknowledges. In her discussion of ambition—a pursuit which
she discourages because it makes our happiness rely too much on other people—she makes clear
that a good-making feature of passions is that they are, in one sense, unsatisfiable. In claiming
ambition should be avoided, if possible, she writes, “This is not because it does not give
enjoyment, for I believe that this passion can provide that; it is not because ambition can never be
satisfied—that is surely a great good” (DH 357).44 This might seem paradoxical, but I take her
usual use of “satisfying” passions to mean any actual engagement in the activity of a passion.
Here, her claim that passions in general are “unsatisfiable” is simply the claim that passions are
not extinguished by any single instance of engagement in the activity.
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As we can see, du Châtelet’s account of passions is compelling, but tastes (goûts) are also a
means to pleasure. Tastes, as she notes, are what we have when we are “not happy enough” to
have passions (perhaps this is an allusion to the idea that motivation and sentiment wane when
one is in a disturbed or troubled state of mind). It seems that tastes are closer to what we think of
today as desires, but perhaps a better way of thinking of them is to see them as standing
preferences or values.45 Like standing preferences or values, tastes are things that we care about,
enjoy, and under the right circumstances, are motivated to get or promote. Our tastes reflect who
we are and how we see ourselves. While it is true, as Zinsser and Bour say, that tastes are “less
emotionally intense than passions,” they still bring us pleasure (DH 349n10). Unlike desires,
tastes also are not extinguished with the attainment of the object.46 If I have a taste for fine wine,
this is a stable feature of my psychology (barring some major change in my sensory abilities).
She claims that we may have enough of some taste, say wine, on a given occasion, but one’s
taste for it will increase again in its absence. Du Châtelet writes, “our tastes are easily blunted by
satiation, and one must give thanks to God for giving us the necessary privations to preserve
them” (DH 359–60).47 These more or less stable features of our psychology provide ongoing
pleasure. They are not the sources of great pleasures, nor do tastes increase our interest in the
way that happens with passions, but they are important nonetheless.
I have argued that du Châtelet’s hedonism is driven by an unique account of passions and
tastes. She provides an understanding of the dynamics of the sources of self-perpetuating,
increasing, long-lasting pleasures, going beyond most accounts of hedonism and desire
satisfactionism, which tell us what happiness consists in, but provide no details on its sources
and their causal dynamics. I will now turn to the remaining features of her account.
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3. The Other Great Machines of Happiness
I begin by briefly discussing the role of reason in determining which tastes and passions to
pursue. Then I turn to the consideration of the other “great machines,” where I argue that they
are character traits that support the satisfaction of tastes and passions.

3.1 The Role of Reason in Happiness
According to the interpretation presented so far, having satisfied tastes and passions are the
means to pleasure and happiness. But how does one know what one’s tastes are and what
passions to pursue? Here, du Châtelet believes that reason has an important role to play. As
Barbara Whitehead has noted, du Châtelet does not think that there is one universal method for
achieving happiness.48 She holds that we must consider our station and circumstances, our
degree of wealth, our sex or gender, and age, as well as the various opportunities available to us
to make determinations regarding our long-term happiness. In other words, happiness requires
some degree of self-knowledge. She writes, “Whoever knows how to make the most of his
station in life and the circumstances in which fortune has placed him so well – that he succeeds
in putting his mind and his heart in an untroubled state, that he is susceptible to all the feelings,
to all the agreeable sensations his situation carries – is surely an excellent philosopher and should
thank nature (DH 350).”49
In addition, to understanding ourselves and our circumstances, du Châtelet believes that
we must use our liberty to avoid making hasty decisions in “reflecting on and planning conduct.”
She holds a Lockean account of liberty in that we are free to the extent that we are able to think
or not think or move or not move in accordance with the preference of the mind (“Sur la liberté”
485).50 In addition, like Locke, she holds that we have the ability to suspend action in order to
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allow time for reflection and the consideration of evidence with respect to our actions (“Sur la
liberté” 494). Her discussions of the other machines of happiness and her views on determining
which passions we pursue show her emphasis on liberty and reasoning as central to our
happiness. For instance, in writing about worries concerning the passion of love, she offers the
following advice.

Reason must be heard when we take counsel with ourselves; not the reason that condemns
all types of commitment as contrary to happiness, but that which, in agreeing that one cannot
be very happy without loving, wants one to love only in order to be happy, and to conquer an
attraction by which it is obvious that one would only suffer unhappiness. But if and when
this inclination has prevailed, when, as happens only too often, it has triumphed over reason,
one must not pride oneself on a constancy that would be as ridiculous as it would be
misplaced. This is a case in point for putting into practice the proverb The shortest follies are
the best; above all the shortest follies cause the shortest unhappiness. (DH 364)51

We should employ experience and reason when considering whether a particular pursuit is
conducive to our long-term happiness or not. If we have a temporary lapse of judgment and
pursue a passion that makes us unhappy, we should not stubbornly maintain the course. Instead,
we should admit our folly and, understanding that repentance is a “useless” feeling, move ahead
(DH 355).
We must understand ourselves and the circumstances in which we are placed to determine
what tastes and passions are appropriate to pursue. We have the aid of reason and experience to
help us consider whether some course of action will be conducive to our happiness or not.
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Moreover, we are at liberty to suspend our actions and consider the choices that face us. This
cerebral approach to happiness—even in the case of great passions like love—is an important
feature of du Châtelet’s account. She does not think that passions are opposed to reason, but she
does believe that some passions are more reasonable than others. In addition, although she does
not discourage momentary pleasures, she thinks it is foolish to choose such pleasures over longterm happiness. As she notes for her “wise and happy mean the same” (DH 356–7).

3.2 Freedom from Prejudice and Susceptibility to Illusion
As mentioned above, some commentators, like Barbara Whitehead, have held that the “great
machines of happiness” are logically necessary conditions for happiness. However, there is
reason to reject this interpretation. After all, it seems possible to be happy and be prejudiced or
unhealthy.52 I claim that tastes and passions are the means to happiness, I now offer my account
of the other features, which is that they are character traits that happy people share. The
development of these characteristics is prudentially valuable; that is, if one cares about wellbeing, one should care about developing them. This interpretation fits well with du Châtelet’s
aim of providing what experience and age has shown her to be true.53 In the first section of this
paper I noted that perhaps having all the traits on her list in the right ways would be sufficient for
happiness. If we accept passions and tastes as the means to happiness and understand the
remaining items as character traits, we can see why she would advise their cultivation and why
they count as “great machines of happiness.” In what follows, I offer the ways in which these
character traits support the satisfaction of passions and tastes. I begin with her views on freeing
oneself from prejudice and allowing oneself to be susceptible to illusions.
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If our goal is to be happy, du Châtelet believes it is rational to rid ourselves of prejudices.
She defines prejudice as “an opinion that one has accepted without examination, because it
would be indefensible otherwise” (DH 352).54 She cites religion as the prejudice that most
greatly influences our happiness and unhappiness but insists that all prejudice should be avoided.
“We all have a sufficient share of intelligence to examine things that others want to oblige us to
believe” (DH 352). If we have unfounded beliefs about the world or ourselves, we will not be
able to develop appropriate passions and tastes.
The ability to judge for oneself considering facts gained through reason and experience is a
character trait of happy people. We try to inculcate this habit in students and children so that they
may be well-equipped to assess the truth of claims and evaluate their beliefs and actions. Having
an orientation towards truth is important, according to du Châtelet, not just in the sciences, but
most importantly “in the things on which the conduct of life depends” (DH 352). A person who
has a commitment to truth is less likely to be deceived or to make errors. The upshot is that being
free from prejudice allows for a more accurate assessment of the world. This in turn allows a
better assessment of what is truly conducive to happiness.
Some have thought that this emphasis on truth and reality is in tension with her view that
one must be susceptible to illusion to be happy. So, while du Châtelet writes that “we owe most
of our pleasures to illusions, and unhappy is the one who has lost them,” one might object that
illusions are, by their very nature, deceptive and false (DH 349).55 However, I have argued
elsewhere that her illusions of happiness are non-deceptive illusions because, just like harmless
sense illusions, they have the following three features: First, they are a result of a combination of
the laws of nature and the structure of the human perceptual system. Second, they are
prudentially rational traits to cultivate for our well-being. Finally, they are correctable in that we
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can know that, and how, they misrepresent through reason and experience.56 She believes that
reason and experience can prevent illusions from turning into self-deception. We can contrast her
commitment to truth and reality in her account of happiness to that of Julien Offray de La
Mettrie’s account in his work on happiness, Anti-Seneca or the Sovereign Good (also published
as Discours sur la Bonheur). La Mettrie takes a more radical stance on illusion than du Châtelet.
He argues that all illusory states, including dreams and hallucinations (like those caused by
opium), are excellent means to happiness. La Mettrie writes of opium use: “one would like to
remain for eternity; it would be the true paradise of the soul if it were permanent.”57 He also
argues that curing someone of delirium or madness is often a disservice.58
But even if du Châtelet thinks illusions of happiness are harmless, we might ask why we
should think being susceptible to illusions is a character trait that aids happiness? She claims that
illusions are valuable for making the most of one’s pleasurable experiences. Allowing oneself
illusions provides a gloss or polish on an already pleasurable experience. So, we should see
susceptibility to illusions as a heightening mechanism. Indeed, her examples show this to be the
case. For instance, when watching a puppet show or viewing a performance, one gets greater
pleasure if one allows oneself the illusion, which we are naturally susceptible to, of believing the
characters and events are real. Likewise, we enjoy a magic show more if we do not try to work
out the trick, and we enjoy our friendships and relations more when we view our loved ones with
an accepting, rather than a too critical, eye. This ability to suspend judgment to allow for a
heightened pleasure, is one that can add relish to our tastes and passions. But when our illusions
threaten our happiness by becoming self-deceptive with respect to our passions, then we must
submit them to the scrutiny of reason. For instance, if you develop a passion for gambling, the
illusion that lady luck is on your side may heighten the pleasurable experience of a night of
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gambling. However, if this illusion causes you to continually “double down” when you are
losing more than you can afford, then your illusion is no longer serving your happiness and
should be subjected to the demands of reason. As Du Châtelet writes,

We must not deceive ourselves about the means to happiness; experience must at the least
teach us to rely on ourselves and to make our passions serve our happiness. One can keep
control of oneself up to a point. No doubt complete self-control is out of reach, but a
measure of it is not; and I suggest, without fear of being wrong, that there is no passion that
one might not overcome once one is fully convinced that it can only lead to unhappiness.
What misleads us on this point in our early youth is that we are incapable of reflecting, that
we have no experience at all, and imagine that we will recapture the good that we have lost if
we run after it long enough. (DH 363)59

Illusions can turn into self-deception if we are not careful, but harmless illusions increase
our pleasure in the same way that being optimistic can improves our experiences. Everyone
knows a foul mood can ruin an otherwise pleasant experience. This demonstrates that a not small
part of our pleasure depends on how we engage with our experiences. The ability to immerse
ourselves in an experience and to save our critiques for another time is one way to increase our
pleasure. Susceptibility to illusion is the ability to immerse oneself in an experience and keep
away overly critical or negative thoughts. She recommends the avoidance of disagreeable
thoughts like death because they are “the source of all metaphysical anxieties” (DH 356). Here
du Châtelet directly opposes Montaigne’s view that fear of death is overcome by making the
thought of death mundane through continual exposure.60
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Freedom from prejudice and susceptibility to illusion are two important features of the
happy person’s psychology. First, a person who is truth oriented and follows reason-based
beliefs is better able to choose appropriate means to happiness. On the other hand, to maximize
the enjoyment of our passions and tastes we should immerse ourselves in our harmless illusions,
and not seek “to make them disappear by the torch of reason” (DH 349).

3.3 Health and Virtue
The last two character traits involve health and virtue. Here, I discuss how du Châtelet thinks we
should care for ourselves and others to aid our well-being.
Health, according to du Châtelet is “the first good” because without it one may be limited in
pursuing one’s tastes and passions. The inclusion of the character trait of caring for your health,
while it may not seem surprising to us, was rare in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.61 In
the Discourse, her discussion is largely about diet and balancing indulgence with
abstemiousness. The character trait of caring for one’s health has both mental and physical
components. To gage our individual needs, we must employ a certain amount of self-assessment.
For example, du Châtelet claims she cannot drink wine due to her fiery nature. She writes,

When one has been persuaded that without health one cannot enjoy any pleasure and any
good thing, one finds it easy to make some sacrifices to preserve one’s own. I may say that I
am a good example of this. I have a very good constitution; but I am not at all robust, and
there are some things that would be sure to destroy my health. Such is wine, for example,
and all liqueurs; I have forbidden myself these from early youth, I have an abundance of fire
in my nature, I spend all morning drenching myself with liquids (DH 352).62
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As Zinsser and Bour note, du Châtelet is referring to the Galenic notion that human males
and females have different natures (DH 352n16). Women are supposedly cold and wet while
men are dry and hot. She refers to herself as having the masculine quality of a fiery nature. While
this view is no longer held, du Châtelet’s point here, and in her discussion of how she balances
her eating habits, is that the proper attitude towards one’s health is one of attention to one’s
unique needs and habits. Being attuned to physical needs and habits will likely make one
healthier over their lifetime, and therefore more capable of pursuing tastes and passions. So,
caring for the physical state of the body and mind is prudentially valuable. Developing this
character trait requires us to understand ourselves and learn about the ways we can preserve our
health through diet, exercise, sleep, check-ups, medicines, stress relief, etc.
Health is a state that may be taken for granted as good health does not in itself produce
pleasure but seems only valuable to avoid pain. However, it is important to note that du Châtelet
thinks it is obvious that we should make some “sacrifices” to maintain our health. This involves
balancing tastes which can be immediately satiated against our long-term ability to pursue
passions and tastes. For example, if we succumb to the pleasure of smoking, we may find that we
are less able to pursue other passions, such as running.
Good health enables us a wider range of activities. While each of us has a unique health
profile with different needs, to maximize our choices, we must understand our needs and tailor
our behavior to make the most of our abilities. In doing so, we support our long-term happiness.
In addition to understanding what we need to do for ourselves, we must also consider what it
is that we owe to others. As du Châtelet notes, “one cannot be immoral and happy at the same
time” (DH 353). In claiming this, she directly opposes La Mettrie’s view that “those who do
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evil” can be happy.63 She defines virtue as “all that contributes to the happiness of society, and
consequently to ours, since we are members of that society” (DH 353, emphasis mine).64 This
indicates that what you owe to others is to allow, and perhaps even promote, their pursuit of
passions and tastes, as well as the character traits that facilitate them. Compare du Châtelet’s
discussions of “the golden rule” in her opinionated translation of Mandeville’s Fable of the
Bees.65 As Ruth Hagengruber notes, du Châtelet “believes there is a universal principle to which
people adhere…it is the law that one should not do to others what one does not want to be done
to oneself.”66 Judith Zinsser writes that du Châtelet takes the golden rule as a “universal law for
all men that God himself engraves in their hearts,” which allows us to discern virtue from vice.67
Obeying the golden rule requires that we not interfere with the well-being or happiness of others,
but du Châtelet’s definition of virtue as contributing to the happiness of society indicates a
positive duty to enable the pursuits of others. For du Châtelet, virtue means ensuring the freedom
and education required for others to develop into self-aware agents who can pursue their tastes
and passions in accordance with reason.68
She also addresses the question of why one should be moral. Her answer appeals to the fact
that humans share a god given duty to contribute to the happiness of society. She claims that we
should be moral to avoid the pangs of our conscience and the distress of the disdain of others.
She writes, “I say that one cannot be happy and immoral, and the demonstration of this axiom
lies in the depths of the hearts of all men. I put it to them, even to the most villainous, that there
is not one of them to whom the reproaches of his conscience—that is to say, of his innermost
feeling, the scorn that he feels he deserves and that he experiences, as soon as he is aware of it—
there is not one to whom these are not a kind of torture (DH 353).”69
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The inner feeling of shame and remorse for vicious actions blunt our happiness, and so
developing the character trait of virtue is prudentially rational for avoiding pain. In discussing
the torture of societal judgment, she claims that “there is no one on earth who can feel that he is
despised and not feel despair” (DH 353). This might indicate that the usefulness of virtue is only
in avoiding pain. However, Du Châtelet thinks that there is also a positive reason to act
virtuously. She writes,

One is an exacting judge of oneself, and the more one can bear witness to oneself that one
has fulfilled one’s duties, done all the good that one can do, that in short, one is virtuous, the
more one tastes this interior satisfaction that one can call “the health of the soul.” I doubt
that there is a more delicious feeling than what one experiences after doing a virtuous action,
an action that merits the esteem of honorable men. To the inner satisfaction caused by
virtuous actions can be added the pleasure of enjoying universal esteem. (DH 354)70

The inner feeling of pleasure one receives from knowing that you have chosen as well as
you can—done your best—provides the reward for virtuous action. Here du Châtelet agrees with
Fontenelle, who claims that virtue brings “an infallible compensation: inner satisfaction.”71 This
satisfaction is compounded when your virtue is recognized by others, as everyone wants to be
thought well of, according to du Châtelet. She tells us that imagining your future reputation is a
source of pleasure that is linked to self-esteem [l’amour-propre], which she believes is tied to
being able to pursue one’s passions (DH 358).72
Her accounts of health and virtue provide the additional character traits of the person whose
life is going well. These people take care of their physical and mental needs and do not treat
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others as they would not like to be treated. While du Châtelet insists that those who hold that
“one must love virtue for its own sake, for its own beauty” are mistaken, she certainly thinks the
reward of virtue is pleasure. If we are vicious or if we let ourselves fall into avoidable ill health,
our well-being will suffer. Developing the character traits of caring about our own and others’
flourishing is in our own best interests.

4. Conclusion
Émilie du Châtelet’s account of happiness is both unique and compelling. She encourages us to
“choose for ourselves our own path in life,” and tells us to “strew that path with flowers” (DH
365). But her work more than just a fun read, it is a thoughtful and original account of happiness
that provides us with a sophisticated version of hedonism, a conception of passions and tastes
that provides for long-term self-sustaining pleasures, and the recommendation of the cultivation
of character traits to support our happiness. We would do well to embrace the wisdom she
offers.73
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