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Of all the western philosophers, René Descartes appears to
be otiose for practising philosophy. Many blame him for the
ills that have plagued western society since the seventeenth
century, most notably viewing non-human animals as merely
organic machines on which we may tinker without ethical
concern, and the denigration of the body in favor of the
mind. Even apart from his reception, Descartes’s focus on
founding science on an epistemically and metaphysically
sound basis seems miles away from the concerns counselors
face. Unless one happens to have a client who doubts her
own existence—in which case the famous cogito is surely a
useful corrective—it’s unclear how Descartes’ writings might
helpfully inform a counselor or client.2

I wish to begin to rehabilitate Descartes’ reputation among
practising philosophers. I will do so by showing how two of
the twenty-one rules presented in Descartes’ Rules for the
Direction of the Mind can correct a potentially serious problem in
the eleventh of Albert Ellis’ list of irrational beliefs.

The pairing of Descartes and Ellis is not as strange as it
might initially seem. Had I more space, I would endeavor
to demonstrate that Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy is
profoundly Cartesian. In place of that dissertation, I offer
only one piece of evidence. Paul A. Hauck summarises what
was then called Rational Emotive Therapy in this way:

Quite simply, RET takes the position that practically all
emotional problems are created in our heads. (Hauck, 1980,
p. 17)

Almost two and half centuries earlier, Descartes expresses
much the same sentiment in his last work, The Passions of
the Soul:

There is no soul so weak that it cannot, if well-directed,
acquire an absolute power over its passions (§50).3

Recognizing the shift in vocabulary from soul to head, and
passions to emotions, both quotations express the same
fundamental belief. Moreover, both REBT practitioners and
Descartes aim to teach a method to aid individuals in
directing their “souls” properly. Where Ellis and Descartes
diverge is in Ellis’ Irrational Belief number eleven:

The belief that there is invariably a right, precise, and
perfect solution to human problems and that it is awful
if this perfect solution is not found. (Ellis, 1994, p. 129)

What Ellis suggests we abandon encapsulates Descartes’
broader philosophic project. For Descartes absolute truth
exists and can be acquired through Cartesian science. To not
find this truth would leave humankind clinging to the
plausible but wholly unsupported assertions of Aristotle.
Curiously, Ellis apparently agrees with Descartes’ “pro-
science” stand.4  While he claims to reject the notion of
absolute truth, he is, nonetheless, operating under Descartes’
assumption that it exists and that humans have access to it.
To take one specific instance, Ellis charges that
psychotherapeutic “helpers” (his scare quotes) frequently
“focus on helping clients feel better rather than get better”
and “turn to magic, faith healing, shamanism, and other
non-scientific forms of therapy” (p 369). It’s unclear how
the distinctions between feelings and being, and magic and
science, can be made without recourse to a notion of
absolute truth.

One might wish to limit Ellis’ antifoundationalism to
clinical settings in which the client subscribes to Irrational
Belief number eleven. Apart from the difficulty in
demarcating when Ellis adheres to a notion of truth and
when he does not, his advice to perfectionists, namely to
remind themselves that “to err is human” (p 130), trades on
a notion of truth. After all, how can one err in the absence
of a correct answer or action? Apart from these narrowly
philosophical considerations, there is also the psychological
problem that one can get enrapt by “to err is human” and
relinquish all sense of responsibility or agency. If there is
no truth, toward what am I working? How are my plans
and decisions moving from wrong through mediocre and
finally to “good” as Ellis seems to imply they will with
practice (p 130)? Put differently, if Ellis is correct about
psychotherapists, that seems not to be damning them but
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rather further evidence that human beings need to at least
believe that there is a truth, a claim made by philosophers as
diverse as Plato, Kant, and Nietzsche.5  Thus, Descartes’
fundamental belief in the truth is healthier than Ellis’
postmodern rejection of it.

My position differs from either that of Descartes or Ellis
concerning the absolute truth. Descartes invites his readers
to discover for themselves that there is an absolute truth.
Ellis argues against the existence of such truth. My position
might be described as psychological rather than philosophical.
I am not taking a philosophical stand on the existence of
absolute truth. Rather, my claim is that regardless of the
existence or non-existence of absolute truth, most humans
need to believe that there is an absolute truth.6  Again, I find
Nietzsche helpful here. In a famous passage, Nietzsche writes
in the voice of a madman about the world after the death of
God (i.e., of absolute truth):

Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon?
What were we doing when we unchained this earth from
its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are we
moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging
continually? Backward, sideward, forward, in all
directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not
straying as through an infinite nothing? (Nietzsche, 1974,
§125)

In both this passage and throughout Thus Spoke Zarathustra,
Nietzsche notes that his contemporaries do not truly
understand what has happened. My claim is that truly
understanding the death of God and living it lies beyond
the abilities of most people. I do not mean this as an elitist
intellectual critique. My claim is that believing in absolute
truth is part of the human condition.

Of course, Ellis correctly notes that perfectionism can be
paralysing and psychologically harmful. The problem is that
he dismissed too much to overcome perfectionism. It is
precisely here that Descartes can offer a better path. Before
examining that path, I must forewarn the reader that my
interpretation of Descartes’s Rules is not wholly consonant
with his unrelenting focus on mathematics in that work. I
believe, however, that my interpretation is largely in concert
with his oeuvre.

Descartes summarises Rule Three in part as follows:

[W]e ought to investigate what we can clearly and
evidently intuit or deduce with certainty, and not what
other people have thought or what we ourselves
conjecture.

Rule Five reads:

The whole method consists entirely in the ordering and
arranging of the objects on which we must concentrate
our mind’s eye if we are to discover some truth. We shall
be following this method exactly if we first reduce
complicated and obscure propositions step by step to
simpler ones, and then, starting with the intuition of the
simplest ones of all, try to ascend through the same steps
to a knowledge of all the rest.

To explain what Descartes means by these rules and how
they might be used in a therapeutic setting, I will use sketches
of a case study.

The paradigmatic form that issues related to perfectionism
and the belief in an absolute truth take might be expressed
as “I am not a good parent, spouse, teacher, student, etc.”
Although I am not in practice, I welcome the chance to help
my students and friends with informal counseling sessions.
I teach at a university were many students are single, working
mothers. These women commonly believe themselves to be
neither good mothers nor good students. The tension is
understandable. Yet, they are almost always capable of
earning the highest grades, but to do so would require, from
their perspective, ignoring their children. They also highly
value time spent with their children, but of course, every
minute spent with them leaves less time for their studies. At
the core of this tension lies what it means to be a good
mother and what it means to be a good student.

As I understand Ellis’ position, he would most likely discuss
with the student-mother what her definitions of good mother
and good student are (a strategy he calls “semantic
corrections,” see Ellis 1995, p. 2), and offer a critique (or lead
the student to critique her own definitions) by invoking the
eleventh irrational belief couched in existentialist terms. While
I have neither the breadth nor depth of Ellis’s clinical
experience, I worry that this approach could depress the
client by sending them into a state of ennui that Nietzsche
so vividly depicted. This concern stems from my observation
that students tend to tumble psychologically very quickly.
For example, I have never had a student gradually reduce
her academic goals. My experience has been that students
move from desiring the highest grades to settling on merely
passing. This tendency seems to apply to other aspects of
their lives as well. Perhaps readers with more clinical
experience than I have could relate different experiences.
Lacking such experience, I would ask the reader to grant
that getting “permission” from the counselor to lower one’s
goals could in some cases cause a swift collapse into
something akin to nihilism. In such cases, Descartes can
help. Let’s turn to what Descartes’ version would be.

Descartes’ signature philosophical strategy is to proceed
methodically, most famously by subjecting all his beliefs to
unrelenting tests of dubitablity. Of course clients are not
interested in refounding western scientific thought securely,
but with solving particular personal problems. Nonetheless,
it would be helpful for the client to begin by listing the

5Perhaps the most compact example of what I have in mind in
asserting that Nietzsche belongs in this group is the final words
of On the Genealogy of Morals: “man would rather will nothingness
than not will.”
6Readers familiar with Kant will recognise that I am using the
belief in truth as a regulative ideal.
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relevant beliefs she has about being a good mother and being
a good student, and her own behavior. Descartes does not
do this, he tells us repeatedly, because it would take too
long. In the case of the student-mother, however, I think
that such a list is not unreasonable. Imagining such a list
ready to hand, let me explain how a Cartesian analysis of
the beliefs might proceed. The order of presentation need not
be the order of analysis; I am presenting them in the order
that most clearly explains what Descartes is up to.7

The last portion of Rules 3 bids us to dismiss merely
conjectural beliefs; that is, beliefs that have varying degrees
of plausibility but that lack certainty. What Descartes
means by conjectures is often subdivided into finer kinds
of conjecturing by some counselors. For example, McKay,
Davis, and Fanning use the rubrics of overgeneralisation,
mind reading, and catastrophising (McKay, 1997, pp. 29f).
My student-mothers would have to dismiss thoughts about
how their behavior might affect their children in most
cases. Likewise, their dismal projections about their future
academic careers would have to be abandoned as
uncertain. Of course we cannot reject all probabilistic
beliefs, and here the need for the counselor to deftly guide
the client becomes apparent. The counselor needs to know,
or help the client come to know, when to apply Descartes’
method of doubt strictly and reject a probabilistic belief,
and when to apply his method less stringently and attend
to the way the client thinks about the belief. Let me
illustrate this with a recurring “session” that I have with
student-mothers.

Several times every semester, a student will come to me
and say “I just know I’m going to fail my microbiology
test tomorrow. I need to study tonight but I can’t because
my daughter needs my attention.” Strictly speaking, the
student lacks foreknowledge. When the student’s lament
signifies a lack of confidence rather than a lack of
preparedness, I go the rigorously Cartesian route. Other
times, however, the student is accurately describing what
is likely to happen. In such cases it would be foolish to
dismiss the belief. Nonetheless, I have found it helpful to
remind the student that she doesn’t know she will fail.
Rather, she knows it is likely that she will fail if certain
events do not occur. At this point, we often discuss what
she knows about failing, what she knows about her
preparedness, and what she knows must happen to reduce
the possibility that she will fail. Such conversations usually
become strictly Cartesian, albeit with one or two not-so-
certain statements of probability. We are careful to qualify
such statements with words like “likely” or “probably” to
keep them separate from what we know with certainty.

Moving backward through the rule, the next type of belief
that needs to be discarded is those learned from others.
Descartes provides several reasons for this; we need concern
ourselves with two only. The reasonings of others either
contain conjectures or they do not. If they are conjectural,
they should be rejected for the same reason that we should

reject our own conjectures, namely, because they are
uncertain. If they are not conjectural, we should still dismiss
them lest “what we would seem to have learnt would not be
science but history” (13/367). Descartes’ point is that even if
“we know other people’s demonstrations by heart” (13/367),
we would then possess merely memorised information rather
than what educators today call deep learning. In my limited
experience, clients often do know when they have merely
memorised another’s truths, but are often unaware of this
knowledge. The most obvious indication of this is when the
client, probably unreflectively, includes an attribution (e.g.,
“as my grandmother used to say…”) with a statement of
her beliefs. For Descartes, the litmus test is whether the
individual can apply her ostensible knowledge to novel
situations. The inability to do so suggests that the belief is
merely memorised and should be rejected.8  To illustrate,
nearly all my students wonder why they need to take a
philosophy class since, they believe, it won’t help them get a
better job. Such conflation of a liberal education with a
technical school degree is largely inherited from their families,
and ostensibly confirmed by their peers in associate’s degree
programmes. When faced with this question, I sometimes
ask the students to think about what educational activities,
broadly construed, they engage in apart from their collegiate
work. They usually list going to church, watching some talk
television programmes, and reading self-help books. When I
pointedly ask them why they’re wasting their time on those
activities since none of them will help them become better
managers or accountants, they are genuinely flummoxed.
Relocating their beliefs about education from the classroom
to life usually causes them to realise that this belief is not
something they “own” but merely something they had carried
with them.

Having dispensed with plausible but not certain beliefs and
beliefs adopted from others, we now need to apply the
strategy of Rule 5 before completing that of Rule 3. Rule 5,
recall, tell us to inspect our list of remaining beliefs to see
whether any can be analysed into simpler components. As
Descartes fully acknowledges, this is hardly a novel strategy.
It is difficult to imagine what philosophy might look like
without the Socratic “tell me what you mean by….” Ubiquity
aside, this strategy is quite powerful. I have had success
with my “clients” with this technique alone. In the kind of
cases under consideration, student-mothers often come to
realise that by being good students, they model several
behaviors that a “good mother” would want her children to
adopt. In any event, once the complex beliefs are suitably
reduced to their constituent parts, the previous process of
extirpating the conjectures and inherited “wisdom” needs to
be repeated in case any of the more simpler beliefs that fall
out of the analysis should be rejected.

The final step in this Cartesian process—and here we are
returning to Rule 3—is to ensure that the beliefs under

7For a dense but rewarding account of order in Descartes, see
Martial Gueroult (1984-5).

8Albeit for different reasons, Ellis also rejects putting too much
stock in others. For example, his irrational belief number one is
“It is a dire necessity for adult humans to be loved or approved
by virtually every significant other person in their community”
and number eight is “The idea that you must be quite dependent
on others and need them and cannot mainly run your own
life”(Ellis, pp. 107 and 124).
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question are those that we “can clearly and evidently intuit
or deduce with certainty.” “By ‘intuition’” Descartes explains
“I do not mean the fluctuating testimony of the senses or
the deceptive judgment of the imagination as it botches
things together, but the conception of a clear and attentive
mind, which is so easy and distinct that there can be no
room for doubt about what we are understanding” (14/368).
At least in my experience, what Descartes means by intuition
is something that one must experience, guided by his
account, of course, but it is among those things that you
know when it happens.

As for deduction, it is useful to think of the intuited truths
as like paving stones along a path. Deduction is the process
of moving from one stone to the next. For Descartes, the
stones need to be all but touching, if not actually touching.
For our purposes, one need only examine how great a leap
one would need to make to move from one stone to the next.
If a wide stride is required, then either we need to fill in the
interstices with other stones or the two beliefs lack sufficient
connection to permit logical movement from one to the other.
In such cases, the client can learn that she was connecting
ideas that are really independent. In the case of the student-
mothers, they would need to see whether they can create a
path from the beliefs that have intuited—or at least those
that not only pass the initial screening but that also seem
true—in which the steps are sufficiently small as to be (nearly)
indubitable. In my limited experience, the student-mothers
not only could not connect what they intuited to be true
with the assertion that they were bad mothers, but also they
often discovered that the logical path they could forge was
that there were quite good mothers and students. Let me
outline how this might work.

When I reach this point in talking with these student-
mothers, I might illustrate the concept of deduction as
follows. “One thing you know for certain is that you need
to study. If you wanted to deduce from this idea the further
idea that you are a bad mother, you would need to know
for certain a third idea that connects the two. In this case,
it would be something like ‘If I have to study, then I am a
bad mother.’” I then ask them first of all if they understand
how that idea forges the link between their other two ideas.
Once they have grasped the idea of deduction, I ask them
whether they know that this linking idea is true. They see
immediately that it isn’t, and so we try to connect their need
to study with the “I’m a bad mother” claim. Usually it
doesn’t take long before they realise that they cannot make
the connection save for some rather outlandish assumptions
(e.g., that they would study while their children played in a
busy street).

Because there is more at stake here than realising that they
are not bad mothers, I often have them make deductions
toward a positive conclusion. Put briefly, I help the student-
mothers to see that by studying while their children are
watching, they are teaching their children that education,
while a lot of hard work, is important. They quickly deduce
that anyone who teaches their children to value education
is, at least in that one respect, a good mother. To judge by

their facial reactions, these women really do see “clearly and
distinctly,” as Descartes famously wrote, that they are good
mothers.

Conclusion
I have tried to demonstrate that, at least in cases where the
client cannot fully adopt Ellis’ quasi-existentialist denial of
absolute truth, of essences that precede existence, Descartes
offers a helpful means of combating perfectionism without
abandoning truth. In one sense, the Cartesian strategy I have
outlined is precisely to emphasise the truth by sweeping away
from it the dust of conjecture or irrational deductions that
makes ideas appear to be connected when they are not. To
return to the analogy of paving stones, we all have ideals
and goals, and hence have ideas about what it means to fail
to attain these ideals and goals. Often, however, the
inferential mortar that connects where we are now with the
failure to reach these goals is composed of our insecurities
and self-doubts. Descartes asks us to inspect that mortar
carefully and rationally. When we do, it often crumbles before
us, leaving us free to pursue the path to our ideals, not our
failures.

Of course, the techniques outlined here are not the only ones
available. I must confess now to having a secondary goal,
namely to bring Descartes into the fold of practising
philosophers. Those of us who first met Descartes in the
classroom are likely to have an unhelpful way of looking
at his works. We were trained to look for and critique
arguments. I believe that if we can shed that perspective,
we will see someone struggling to find his place in the
world and the truth. For our clients, perhaps no
philosopher is as readable as Descartes. If we preface their
reading of his works—perhaps the Discourse would be best,
but even the Meditations have much to offer—with the
suggestion that they focus on the autobiographical and
psychological aspects of what they read, I think they can
draw much nourishment from his quest.
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