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Cartesian Generosity

1. Introduction

In a.153 of the Passions of the Soul,' Descartes specifies what he means by
generosity. According to him, .

true generosity, which makes a man esteem himself as highly as he may
legitimately esteem himself, consists only in: partly that he [the generous person]
knows that there is nothing that truly belongs to him but this free disposition of
his volitions, nor any reason why he ought to be praised or blamed except that
he uses it well or badly; and partly in that he feels within himself a firm and
constant resolution to use it well, that is to say, never to lack the will to under-
take and execute all the things which he judges to be the best. (PS a.153; AT XI
445-446.)

It should be clear from the definition alone that Descartes is here using the
term ‘generosity’ in a somewhat peculiar way. He certainly seems to intend
something very different from what we mean today. And it is also odd that
he counts this piece of knowledge — namely, that we are free — as a
passion, although he also considers it a virtue. My aim here is to elucidate
just what Cartesian generosity is.

I'will begin by asking a question of the first part of generosity: How does
one come to understand that one has free disposition of one’s volitions?
Once I'have answered this question, I will then consider how the first part
of generosity is related to the second part— that s, how understanding our
freedom is related to a good use of the will and a resolve to use the will
well. In order to explicate this relationship, I will draw on the Fourth
Meditation and the method for avoiding error the meditator arrives at
therein. With the whole concept of generosity in view we will be in a
position to understand just how generosity is ‘that which makes a man
esteem himself as highly as he may legitimately esteem himself’,

Before proceeding with this investigation, however, I would like to make
some general remarks. First, it is surprising that so few commentors have
remarked upon, letalone tried to understand Cartesian generosity, given its
clear philosophical import.2 For one, it is puzzling that Descartes counts our
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2. Corneillean Generosity

At the close of Cinna, the king Augustus abruptly decides to pardon the
traitors who, he has discovered, have plotted to kill him. To do so, Augus-
tus must overcome first his despair at the isolation of ruling (Cinna’s
treason is the third in a series of failed coup attempts), and then, the
‘righteous wrath’ which consumes him upon discovering that almost
everyone he holds dear — Cinna, his trusted confidant, his other confidant
Maximus, and his adopted daughter Emilia — have conspired against him
(only his wife Livia has remained faithful). In granting these co-conspirators
clemency, Augustus exhibits his generosity, as Emilia makes explicit
immediately after the pardon is given.

Augustus’ generosity, however, does not consist simply in the gift he
gives to Cinna, Maximus and Emilia of their lives, for at the crucial moment
Augustus does not first decide o grant them clemency. Rather that decision
comes out of a moment of self-recognition, in which Augustus declares:
“I'm master of myself as of the world; I am so, I will to be 50.” Augustus’
clemency is thus premised on two things: first, his recognition that he has
the power to determine himself and so his own thoughts and actions —
because of this power of self-determination he does not need to give in to
his rage, nor must he execute these traitors as he has those who came before
them; and second, his resolve to realize this power of self determination.
Until Augustus achieves this recognition and this resolve he is fully com-
mitted to executing the culprits; once he is in possession of himself in this
way, he is able to do what previously seemed ridiculous — when Livia
suggests such a course earlier in the play, Augustus simply dismisses it as

mere ‘woman’s counsel’.” Thus, Augustus’ generosity, I take it, comprises
not only the clemency he bestows but also the recognition of his power on
which that act is premised.

From this short synopsis, it is evident that the Corneillean notion of
generosity bears a striking resemblance to the generosity Descartes intro-
duces in the Passions. Cartesian generosity, just like Corneille’s, is the
knowledge that we have a free will paired with the resolve to use that will
well, Moreover, just as Cartesian generosity is that which makes us master
of our passions, and is, in particular, the best remedy to be found for its
[anger's] excesses” (PS a.203; AT XI 481), so does Augustus’ generosity
enable him to overcome his rage. Thus, Corneille’s character of Augustus
can help us to recognize the salient features of Cartesian generosity.

But Augustus can also help us in articulating the problems of under-
standing Descartes’ notion, As T have already noted, Augustus’ decision not
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free in such a way that it can never be constrained” (PS a.41; AT XI 359).
Now, when Descartes says that our will cannot be constrained, he is not
claiming that we can simply do or think whatever we like: there are limits
on our powers, for example, as we shall soon see, to feel whatever passion
we wish. Still, the unbounded freedom of our will does lie ina freedom of
thought. This freedom has two dimensions, First, we can direct our atten-
tion towards any idea we choose. So, in the case of judgement, the will can
be directed towards a confused and obscure idea just as much as a clear and
distinct one® And secondly, once we do give them our attention, we have
complete liberty in our affirmation, denial, pursuit and avoidance of these
ideas; there is nothing outside of thought which determines how we act
upon them.? It is in this way that our will has no limits.

Insofar as our free will lies in this power we have over our thoughts, it
makes sense that having a free will figures in the regulation of the passions.
Through our passions, we find ourselves with impressions of the way in
which things are important to us, and feel compelled to act in an appro-
priate way. When we are enraged, for example, we see the source of our
rage as having done us an egregious harm, and we seek revenge. Our
evaluations of these things, however, may not conform to the objects’ true
worth, and we can recognize this fact. Mere recognition of our misappre-

hension, however, is not enough to change the way we are affected; we
cannot simply will ourselves to feel otherwise.
Our passions cannot be so directly excited or displaced by the action of our will,
but they can be indirectly, by the representation of things which are customarily
joined with the passions we will to have and opposed to ones we will to reject.
Thus, in order to excite boldness and displace fear in oneself, it is not sufficient
to have the volition to do so, but one must apply oneself to consider reasons,

objects, or precedents that persuade [one] that the peril is not great, that there is
always more security in defense than in flight ... (PS a.45; AT X1 362~ 363.) (See

also PS aa.46ff, 211.)

In order to change the way we feel, we need to see that things may in factbe
quite otherwise than the way they appear when we are in the grips of the
passion.”® Our freedom allows us the possibility of directing our attention
<o that we have different thoughts and act differently. When faced with the
thought that we have been wronged, we can, by virtue of being free,
consider ‘reasons, objects and precedents’ which argue against this judge-
ment and our charted course of action. Perhaps we are the ones who have
acted badly, and our enemies are justified in their actions. Or perhaps we
have misjudged things: perhaps, the act is only harmful to us if we allow it
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are playing, seeing the natural disproportion between the flesh and the soul, it
seems that you do not look out for nor take notice of the manner in which the
soul acts within oneself. So do not be free, if it seems that way to you; for myself,
I enjoy my liberty not only since I feel it within myself but also I see that, you,
having a plan to contest my freedom, instead of opposing it with good and solid
reasons, content yourself simply by denying it. (AT VIL377.)

Now, I want to focus on this last passage to try to draw out what Des-
cartes means by ‘experience” here. Once we understand the character of this
experience, we will then be in a better position to see the sense in which we
are meant, in being generous, to understand that we have a free will.

On the face of it Descartes seems here to be conceding that Gassendi is
not free. He seems to be saying that our freedom is something which we
just experience as being within us, and so, since Gassendi himself denies
being able to have such an experience, he may in fact not be free. But
Gassendi has not denied that there is such a thing as free will. Rather, he
has taken issue with Descartes’ characterization of the will. He has, in
particular, denied that the will is infinite and of greater scope than the
intellect, and that the indifference of the will consists in being pulled in

opposite directions. Thus, Descartes’ remarks suggest not that Gassendi
does not have a will, but rather that he is failing to experience the will in the
proper way.

Indeed, Descartes’ tone here is thoroughly ironic. For in allowing
Gassendi to maintain that he is not free, Descartes not only presumes that
Gassendi does have a free will,”2 he also points up just how Gassendi, in
maintaining that he is not free, demonstrates that in fact he is. Descartes
does not assert that Gassendi is not free; rather he suggests that Gassendi
might not consider himself free if he so chooses, perverse as that might be."
And he concludes by remarking that Gassendi has not given Descartes
reason to change his position: all Gassendi has done is deny Descartes’
conception of the freedom of the will. But, of course, denying is, according
to Descartes, a paradigmatic act of will.

Denying is also, however, a paradigmatic instance of our experience of
the will. This view is implicit in the Meditations. There the meditator first
describes himself as willing in the Second Meditation, only after he has
exercised his will in “pretending for a time that these former opinions are
utterly false and imaginary” (AT VIL 22; CSM II 15). A similar idea, that we
experience our own free will once we have exercised self-restraint, for
instance in suspending judgement, is also articulated in the Principles
where, in the passage to which I just alluded (Pr.1, 6), Descartes claims that
#we nonetheless experience within us the kind of freedom which enables us
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always to refrain from believin
and thoroughly examined.
freedom of will, then,
experience of his will.

g things which are not completely certain
“ In denying the Cartesian conception of the
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Descartes diagnoses Gassend
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sort of philosophical analog to Augustus. Just as
Augustus has everything at his disposal to see that he is ‘master of himself’
and so can, if he so chooses, grant Cinna clemency, so does Gassendi have

everything at his disposal to experience properly the freedom of the will,
Andjust as Augustus initially fails to fully understand his freedom, so does
Gassendi. What then are both of them

missing?
Perhaps they have not exercised their freedom in the proper way. In

both the Meditations and the Principles, the exercise of our free will through
which we properly experience our freedom is not an act of simple denial, it
is one of radical doubt. Does this mean that in order to experience our free
will, we need to call everything into question? Gassendi certainly does not
do that, and indeed he persistently denies that Descartes is entitled to that
Supposition. But then again, Augustus does manage to experience his
freedom — if that is what generosity involves — without performing the
metaphysical acrobatics of radical doubt.

There is good reason to think that Descartes,
think we need go so far as radical doubt to exper:
We find another account of our experience of freedom in Descartes’ reply to
‘Hyperaspistes’. In this letter, Descartes explicates his belief that even
infants in their mothers’ wombs are thinking things:

like Corneille, does not
ience our own freedom.

This does not mean, however, that I believe that the mind of an infant meditates

in its mother’s womb; not at all. We know by experience that our minds are so closely
Joined to aur bodies as fo be almost always acted upon by them and although when
thriving in an aduit and healthy body the mind en;

njoys some liberty (liberté] to think of
other things than those presented by the senses, we know there is not the same liberty in
those who are sick or asleep or very young; and the younger they are the less liberty they
have. So if one may conjecture on such an unexplored topic, it seems most
reasonable to think that a mind newly united to an infant’s body is wholly
oceupied in perceiving in a confused way, or feeling the ideas of pain, pleasure,
heat, cold and other similar ideas which arise from its union and, as it were,
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istes’ 423-424,
intermingling with the body. (To .ww%unmm?mmmm August 1641, AT IIl
CSM 111 189-190, emphasis added.)
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experience of our free will, and so it is this feeling that completes our
understanding that we have a free will.” So, we can see that Augustus’
proclamation that he is his own master must be a reflection of his feeling of
his own freedom, and it is through the effects of this feeling that he is able
to combat his rage. Gassendji, on the other hand, fails to understand fully

that he has a free will, just because he fails to notice what he is feeling even
as he demonstrates that he is free.

4. Generosity as a passion

If I am right that understanding that one has a free will, for Descartes,
involves experiencing one’s freedom, and so having this feeling, then we
are afforded new insight into why he considers generosity a passion. Much
of the way Descartes characterizes generosity makes it seem to be more of
a virtue, something which we actively cultivate within ourselves in order to
regulate our behavior, than a passion, something we feel without the
involvement of the will. And indeed, as we have seen, Descartes does speak
of acquiring the virtue as well as the passion of generosity. But still, even
here, Descartes maintains that generosity is also a passion. Now, as we have
. seen, the first part of generosity consists in our understanding that we have
a free will, and so the passion of generosity, on the reading I am offering
here, must then consist, at least in part, in the feeling we have in this under-
standing — our experience of our freedom. And indeed the feeling associ-
ated with this experience conforms to the way generosity, as a passion, fits
into the taxonomy of the Passions.
Generosity, recall, is that “which makes a man esteem himself as highly
as he can legitimately esteem himself,” and so is a species of esteem. Now,
according to Descartes, esteem, insofar as it is a passion, is “only [a] species
of wonder” (PS a.150; AT XI 444), and wonder, in turn, is “a sudden
surprise of the soul which brings it to consider with attention objects which
seem to it rare and extraordinary” (PS a.70; AT XI 380). Wonder thus
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o nonm have them about himself” (PS a.154; AT XI ﬁ.m.v and 50 M e
g o izes other humans are equally endowed s:?. free will. In
ﬁ<m_.w. Bnomsm f one’s being generous consists in understanding that gmnm
wam — or he n._:mE to be praised or blamed except that he uses _ﬂ
" mmwwﬂﬂm%“‘wfqﬁmm a.153; AT XI 446). Article 152 seems to make the poin
w i

even more clearly:

k in us only a single thing which could m.ra us .Emw HmMmﬂ: WM_.H,M oﬂm
e 1 33&% the use of our free will [libre n%.%.m._ and ﬁrM rinion
mmﬁmm.B ocmmﬂﬁm,oﬁ_. our volitions. For it is only the mn:cn.m whic 1 mvmm. o
_“9.233_ wi mm,..m hich we can reasonably [avec raison] be praised or blam <.mn_m.u
Sireewl N e way like God in making us masters of ocﬁ.mmT.mm,—vMMm "
W:Mnﬁmwccwmﬂm _m%mﬂ the _.w.mr ts it gives us by cowardice [lacheté]. (AT X ;

a

Here it would seem that what we esteem in ourselves is not m_wzwm_.um %ch fMM
ill, but more that we have the mastery over ourselvy (o which
o W ?m% H mzzmmm us. And it would seem here that we only have e
Emﬁﬁaw ’ sﬁwrmﬁ we take courage and act in a wnmmm.miclr% ”Mm%w MH” ¢ ﬂ_&
HMMWM then, it is from our good actions that we derive our self-este

ly from our ability to act. o . et
52.%““ Nmimi% does seem to be something right about this reading
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O:..,—t ﬁmomm HHH.C,.WW nw—m.rm Sense as an account O.m e Em! we Cm——gm ourse 1
m— —cmm\ t

also explains the way i
: y in which praise and bl i
cussion of self- i i o
cassion EM_M um.m teem and generosity. Such a reading ro€m<manﬂ1m_m o
o ) . ) also
e i \?mmm MMM,.MOH_. m..ﬂ:mnoaa\ essentially involves :zmﬁmnmhww”w
ol of his volitions’ i
- s . and it would i
o Mwoﬂmzasm 1s somehow tied to the good m_mm of this freed o b
s mpﬂmmrcznwp.wgnapsm that one has a free will is paired Mﬁv
o ere is 'no reason why one ought to be praised or bl
Lo one uses it well or badly’. And moreover, knowing th t
SM MMM:AHM”” to use one’s will well is tied, in the mmno%a wwzo
s nmE.. to :hm good use of our will. What is it, thou
, t0 use the will well? And h ;
selves to be our own m .
asters connect with both i
: ouru
the resolution to govern ourselves wisely or well? e

for inbeing
th a recogni-
amed, except
ne is free and
of generosity,
gh, according
rstanding our-
ur will well and

5. Using one’s will well and the resolution to do so

I want to approach these questions by

is a species of w
onder. Wonder does not consist simply in the surprise we

mmm— S.—amn— we n.c—”wﬂm mnv:—mn_:: wm:.wwwnmr H_.m.e:..: ﬁ—-u m mH_H- HH—N—AQ our
m ~m\ W S Ie m
S

soul “let itself go [se
porter] to i : ” A
In doing so, : consider attentively” the object of its wonder.

. wonder “makes us learn and retain i
o . retain in our memo i
lpats ..“wmrm,\m..ﬁnmﬁommwx been ignorant” (PS a.75; AT XI mw\pwﬁswwwmm“
s amind: e acquisition of the sciences,” (PS a.76; AT XI 385)
ik %MHM more about what we initially wonder at. Now MM
ey nmu e % maﬂﬂ &m ?m.m.aoE of our will, and so, we then must be
s o] MnHm w_:gma\. just that freedom and to remember what
T ?mﬁmq r. n will argue that with this attention to our will we first
gl o e “ a good use of the will consists in and then, with this
i se ‘Emﬁ will well. In doing so, I will effectively be
i 4 nnection between the two parts of generosi I.v.
nding that we have a free will and our using that will e“_w\m -

drawing on the fact that generosity

a. Attending to one’s free will and using the will well

So what ha

e Mwmzm when we attend to our will? The most obvious pl

o swer to this question is the Fourth Meditati iy
ore than anywhere else in his writin s,

personage of the meditator, y

et D for it is there,

at Descartes, through th
e

attends to the freedom of the will. gongma
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the conclusions of the Fourth Meditation closely parallel the definition of
generosity. For through this attention the meditator sees how to use his will
well, and at the end of the meditation he resolves to act in the way he has
discovered he ought to.

Towards the end of the Fourth Meditation, asa result of his drawing his
attention to the way in which he makes judgements about the truth and
falsity of things and in particular to the role of the will in those judgements,
the meditator discovers that the will spontaneously assents to those things
which we perceive clearly and distinctly. He then recognizes that we fall
sent to things which we do not perceive in that
way. When we have a clear and distinct idea, “a great light in the intellect
[is] followed by a great inclination of the will” (AT VII 59; CSM I 41), and
so we are compelled in the direction of truth. On the other hand, in having
a confused and obscure idea, while ‘we do still perceive something, our
perception does not determine our affirmation. Instead, we feel what Des-

cartes terms indifferent:

into error just because we as

What is more this indifference does not merely apply to cases where the intellect
cognizes nothing at all, but extends in general to every case where the intellect
has not cognized perspicuously enou ghatthetime when the will deliberates. For
although probable conjecture may pull me in one ditection, the mere knowledge
that they are simply conjectures, and not certain and indubitable reasons, is itself
quite enough to push my assent the other way. (AT VIL159; CSM 11 41

Itis this deficiency in the inclination of our will which opens the possibility
g decisively in one direction or the other would be notso
conclusive. Should we commit to one alternative, we
might very well find grounds for doubting that position and so regret this
commitment. Thus, it is the meditator’s attention to his will, and the way in
which it is disposed to respond to the ideas he has, which leads him to
affirm the method for avoiding error: *Thus, if 1 simply abstain [abstineam]
from making a judgement in cases where 1 do not perceive the truth with
sufficient clarity and distinctness, then it is clear that I act correctly and am
not mistaken. But if in such cases I either affirm or deny, then I am not
using my free will correctly” (AT VII 59-60; CSM 11 41). The method is thus
an affirmation by the meditator of the nature of the will” And so, in
attending to his will, the meditator sees what it is to use the will well.
Seeing what it is to use the will well is not enough, however, to resolve
to do so. The meditator must come to terms with his own nature as a finite
being with a free will. In situating the nature of free will within his own
nature, he comes to better understand the importance for him in avoiding

for error, for leanin
much arbitrary as in
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error and arriving at the truth. Once he has recognized and come to terms

with his own limitations, the meditator can conclude the Fourth Meditation

by resolving to keep in mind the lessons he has learned a

bout avoiding
error and reaching the truth:

So today I have learned not only what precautions to take to avoid ever going
wrong, but also what to do to arrive at the truth. For I shall unquestionably reach
the truth, if only I give sufficient attention to all the things which I perfectly
understand, and separate these from all the other cases where my apprehension
is more confused and obscure. And this is just what I shall diligently [diligenter]
do from now on. (AT VII 62; CSM II 43.)

The meditator resolves not only to “simply abstain [abstineam] from making
ajudgement in cases where I do not perceive the truth with sufficient clarity
and distinctness” (AT VII 59; CSM IT 41) but also to take care to distinguish
his clear and distinct perceptions from those which are more confused and
obscure, so that he might both apply the method for avoiding error well and
arrive at the truth. So, evidenced in the meditator’s resolution is a greater
awareness of his own limitations as a finite, willing thing. He may perceive
some things clearly and distinctly, but other things he perceives confusedly
and obscurely, and in his resolution he recognizes that using his will well
involves taking the care to distinguish those things he grasps from those he
does not.
I have been suggesting that the meditator’s understanding of what it is
to use his will well comes out of his understanding and attention to his
nature as a finite willing thing. Once he sees that the will is just the sort of
thing that spontaneously affirms clear and distinct ideas, he is able tojudge
that either affirming or denying something one does not perceive in this
manner is misusing the will — doing something deliberately which ought
to be done spontaneously — in matters regarding truth and falsity. His
resolution to use his will well, taking care to distinguish those ideas he
perceives clearly from those he does not, is thus a commitment to be true to
his own nature as a finite thing, one who does not perceive everything
clearly, who uses his will in forming judgements.

Can we understand the regulation of the passions on this model? I want
to suggest that in generosity understanding that one is freely willing also
engenders both an understanding of what it is to use the will well and a
resolution to do so. For if I am right that in understanding our own freedom
we feel wonder, then that wonder should lead us to attend to the will in a
way analogous to the attention the meditator devotes to the will in the
Fourth Meditation. And in turn, that attention should lead, also in an
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analogous way, first to an ::anmﬂbmﬁm of ﬂrwﬁ constitutes using the will
e will well.
iaﬁwm MMMHMMM”“MMO ﬁMm%m a critical point of mmmﬁmﬂﬂu wm?%wﬂ W,H
account of the Fourth Meditation m.sa #._m» of the mamm_a:mﬂ.unr M q“M meﬁwz
self-determination in the Fourth Meditation mmme tobem AR
ions; for i er the meditator recognizes tha

EmﬂameﬁMMHMMNonmmnmﬁﬁMHﬂ only I give sufficient attention to mw ?._m
Mwwmm which I perfectly understand” 31_,. VII 62; nMMséﬂ_ memwmwmmwnﬂw

dded), while in the latter Descartes n._mﬁa that 8 e
v , if only one is resolute in executing those things ‘ju ged W
“5%\0 Mﬂé:mﬂ the perfect understanding of the Fourth Zmn_:mcow MoMS

con to preclude error, we can certainly be wrong about s.%ﬂ weju m
oo the be t. Does this difference prevent us from drawing E.m analogy
NMMWMm”me attention of the Fourth Meditation and that to which we are

i i ity? ot think so. .
&—mﬂm&“@ﬂ“mﬂmﬂw?w Mwmuwwoﬁms and indeed with any reason we JM—MM
have M:.ﬁ taking action, is that we can 9”:.% havea noa.m:mmw m”w MHWMM#M dea

f them; we cannot come to a definitive conclusion abo ; her oo
w : ts about what will benefit or harmus are good ones, .mnws "
_cmmmﬁmn be limits on what we can know in forming those Emmw:..ma ;
S.E.&«...m%m .M for example, be able to predict that highwaymen will have
ko Eow s road on 25.9 we plan to travel, the road widely wan—cwi-
mM.MMM MUCMm mMm “mmmmﬁ (see PS a.146). Because of the limits on our practical
e

idi there,
"knowledge, we cannot hope to arrive at a method for avoiding error

Descartes thinks we can in matters of truth and falsity. mﬁwz ,MBW_M.
g m.mn.m f actions whose outcomes we cannot foretell s:.: not do, fo
m@mﬁw nM:mﬂp”MM”am involved in these practical deliberations just _umnw:NM
Mﬂmﬂmﬁm something that needs to be done — benefits E.ﬁwnmﬂm %Mwmwwﬂwms

id. But still we can make a judgement about what is best, . mr ccan
m.EE ; 11 what is important to us. And I will argue that this me o. |
_.:Qmw A H.M* is best is analogous to the meditator’s Bmﬂ.roa for m<o_m5%
Mww“mm Mm articulates it in his resolution at the conclusion of the Four
Meditation.

b. Perceiving clearly and distinctly and judging to be the best

di
Recall the difference between the first statement of the n:mnro.a for m<”“ mMMm
error and its ultimate articulation in the meditator’s concluding HMmo uti :W
In the latter, insofar as the meditator recognizes that he must take c

’
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distinguish what he perceives clearl

confused and obscure, y and distinctly from what remains

integrated into th i i :
Wsams.rmmmm of himself as a finite S.::MW »MNMM R SR
will a i i . .
el aamhﬂmmmwm: &mnmﬂw:m E.rmﬂ we perceive clearly and distinctly, so
o b mm oy irm these ideas, is analogous to judging a course of mn"wos
obeth Smm - Notonly do @49 involve the same deliberative process, but
nmnﬁhmhmm he nmm.:m Smu.\ that judging well in matters of tuth and .nmmmE\
bl 0 recognize our intellectual limitations so too does judging
S best require us to recognize the limit
. . s of our
. . ; power. Furthermore,
Mm amm“” M.s nmmc_.ﬁsm.ﬂc affirm only his clear and distinct ideas the Emm:mmw.
ol EGHH.H&E@ :_5 commitment to be true to himself, so does the gener:
, In resolving to do what she j i -

s il B i she judges to be best, affirm her nature

Let me begin by considering the

deli i T
and distinct perception. Eibetatie process of having a clear

. *? Remarks like Descartes’ to Burm i
MM“MHMWWMH are clear or not, this is something we r:om“” Mwﬂmnﬂﬂmﬁﬂ
e QM::Q. mémnwbmm.ma (AT V 160; CSMK 344), might certainly
e Mw WM“MMMMJ Mpm a mﬂdmpm matter, but the fact is that the
c:MHMm"m_% et €mw.w W MMM.mEm clearly and distinctly what he
m: [ . . . !
e H_Mﬂﬂnﬁﬂw H._m%wﬂ first put Ea:.mm: in the proper position. While, with
ind mxwm,w:nm e “ M”_M can Hm..ncmq.cnm that he must have had an idea of his
o B ey ing :..Em. in order to have even had the corrigible
b mﬂimn:a:c.__a.EmBmm_é@ it is clear that he did not
e a M MM: y and distinctly until he had engaged in the
a search after mo:”mwnbw M_anﬁor_mm%m ﬂ_mmoswmnwa e
Similarly, it would hardly seem 5% P:MRM ¥ pelicor A
. e editator starts out perceiving the
nrm_.mMMmMH_m “wmw_m and Em.zbnzu: for he only arrives m%mﬁ mmmmmmm_
ol o oization M\H n_n.u“& wm his non-deceiving creator and preserver, at the
There o o M. _M ation, aaﬁ.\ a m.n.:am«qrwn arduous argument.
i e idence for :Bm picture than the movements within the
S Mm <mm.r Descartes’ objectors often demanded an account of
v mﬂﬁmS::o«M .ﬁ en our Hu.mnn.m_uz.o:m are truly clear and distinct and
e y so. ww:.a while in his typically cagey fashion Descartes
ew or no details in reply, he does claim to Gassendi (in the Fifth

Replies) that he has id -
i provided a method for distinguishing clear and distinct

in order to perceive an idea clearly

Carlesian Generosity 265

As for the method enabling us to distinguish between things that we really
perceive clearly and distinctly and those that we merely think we perceive
clearly, I believe, as I have already said, that I have been reasonably careful to
supply such a method. (AT VII 379; CSM 11 260.)%

He makes a similar point in the sixth ‘postulate’ of the geometrical exposi-
tion of the Meditations he offers in the Second Replies; there he asks his
readers to study the examples of the variously charactered perceptions in
that work in order to “accustom themselves to distinguishing what is
clearly known from what is obscure” (AT VII 164; CSM 1I 116). He punc-
tuates this ‘request’ with the comment that distinguishing the clear from the
obscure “is easier to learn by examples than by rules, and I think that in the
Meditations 1 explained, or at least touched on, all the relevant examples.”
Presumably, then, his examples contain within them the method to which
he alluded to Gassendi, and his explanations of them serve to explicate that
method.

We have glanced at the examples. What exactly are these explanations?
They are certainly less than obvious to most readers, as they were opaque
to his objectors. It is remarkable that outside the Meditations Descartes does
not rehearse these explanations. The definitions of ‘clear’ and ‘distinct’ he
provides in the Principles® do not help us very much in recognizing a clear
and distinct perception when we see one. And while Descartes says to
Bourdin (in the Seventh Replies) that “it requires some care to make a
proper distinction between what is clearly and distinctly perceived and
what merely seems or appears to be,” he does not at this point detail what
this care involves. A similar vagueness characterizes the ‘summary of the
rules to be observed in order to philosophize correctly” in Principles, 1, 75.
There, after outlining the first step in the search for truth as the setting aside

of all preconceived opinions, he says:

Next, we must give our attention in an orderly way to the notions that we have
within us, and we must judge to be true all and only those whose truth we
clearly and distinctly recognize when we attend to them in this way. (AT VIIIA

38; CSM 1221.)

‘Give our attention in an orderly way’ does not tell us much, but it does
provide some sense of the kind of care involved in perceiving clearly. What
we now have to consider is the kind of order involved in this attention.
There is one place where Descartes does provide us with some detail,
and that is further on in the Seventh Replies. Bourdin accuses Descartes in
the Second Meditation of claiming to arrive at a clear and distinct idea of
himself as a thinking thing prior to defining the standard to which he is

e e
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holding himself in his perceptions. Descartes then replies:

Tturn first to the suggestion that I claimed to
of myself before providing a sufficient expla
atatime when ‘just a few steps back’
This complaint is quite unjustified,

possess a clear and distinct concept
nation of how I had acquired it, and
I had been asking what I was, as he putsit.
For in between asking the question and
answering it I went through all the properties of a thinking thing, namely
understanding, willing, imagining, remembering, having sensory perceptions,
etc.; and I also listed all the other commonly accepted properties which do not
_um_o:m to it, in order to distinguish the latter from the former — a task we could

not hope to perform until our preconceived opinions had been removed. (ATVII
518; CSM 11 352.) ,

The suggestion, both in this passage and within the Meditations themselves,
is that we come to perceive clearly and distinctly by interrogating the object
of the idea we have. The process begins with a question about something —
in the case Descartes discusses here it is: what is this ‘T
sarily exists? Then, in answering that question,
inquiry, considering the kind of thing it might
examination,

" which now neces-

we survey the object of
be. In the course of this
we consider the reasons we have for thinking the thing has the
properties we think it does. Sometimes we will find those reasons convine-
ing, other times we will have to probe further, inquiring into our reasons for
holding those reasons. It is in this way that we com

e to see which properties
do in fact belong to the object as well ag which o

nes do not.” It is only at
this point, once we have methodically (re)considered our idea, that we are

in the position to perceive its object clearly and distinctly.”®

On this reading, then, the measure of clarity and distinctness and that of
confusion and obscurity are on the same spectrum.” At the same time we
are in the position to perceive things clearly and distinctly,
the position to see just what remains confused an
For there will be some things of which, in our inve
to determine only that we are uncertain about the

it is we are thinking about, there will inevitably
we find we cannot (yet) answer.

we are also in
d obscure to our minds.
stigation, we will be able
m. As we reflect on what
be some questions which

We can now see the method for avoiding error in a slightly different
light. In advocating this method, Descartes is not simply insisting on our
assuming the appropriate attitudes towards the ideas we have. He is also
pointing to the way we come to have those ideas, and hence to the investi-
gation of the object of those ideas. In order to employ the method, we need
to distinguish between those things we perceive clearly and distinctly and
those about which we remain confused. On the interpretation I have been
offering, drawing this distinction requires two things: first, we need to take
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cannot,
care to discern which questions we can answer as well as those we ;

and second, we need to withstand the temptation to offer a _mm”., mﬁﬂﬂ
definitive answer to those questions which HmEmE.omumF To Emmr hes
requirements we need to reflect on our investigation Hﬁm_.wgzm OMH ! cmﬁ m:w
i i d — to see whether we have le
our interrogation has proceede .
i ked — and on the purpose
tions that we might well have as . ; .
M“wmmmm ation — in searching after truth we cannot in mooﬂ mm:r. @m: ”rmﬁ
we rmcmm answers to questions which remain open. And doing m:m EMM MMM
our having a proper conception of ourselves — of what we Wo Ho h<
still striving to know, and also of what we are able and unable to :«M E .
i is insight i d for avoiding error, we are no
With this insight into the metho . i
ﬁom.;mcz to see how the way in which we form judgements m_uvocnwé_wm” “M
ing j wha
i i d. For in forming judgements abou
best is analogous to this metho i
find ourselves affected in a
best, we not only reflect on how we esaffec ) : aaic ]
: i i t clear and distinct ideas; we
to that through which we arrive a il ¢ eas; we also
1 limitations if our deliberation
reflect on ourselves and our natura it s tocome
i t detail these good judgemen
to a conclusion. Descartes does no e
i the examples that he offers of
detail — we do noteven get . B e
i jtati find some suggestion o
rception in the Meditations — but we can : . ;
M.Mmﬂ%m. 1 begin pulling together these suggestions by looking at Descartes
discussion of irresolution. o .

The value of irresolution, according to Descartes, lies :w Wmmnwﬂ_w% M%
soul balanced, as it were, between several actions open .~o it” (PS a. _r -
X1 459). While we feel unresolved we are likely to nm:.mw.: ?oa”_ Mﬂ% no:mmm

0 i ider things a bit more: “irresolution ca
of action available to us, and consi ; resc :
it [the soul] not to perform any of them, and thus msamw it time to n”.MMMm
before determining itself” (PS a.170; AT XI 459). From acm Em nHm.: mw acte
sketch of how we judge what is best. We perhaps rw<mwn nﬁ.amn“n"ﬁ E
i i i ion, but at the same time we
bout what to do in a given situation, . hink
”Emn possibilities. The fact that we are not determined about what to do
leads us to deliberate. . . .
: But how do we deliberate? Whereas in trying to ﬁmmm_a the truth, EmHMMM
to get clear on the object we perceive, in judging what is the best, according
to Descartes, we need to -
distinguish ... the things that depend entirely on us from ”rcm.m that %_M. _M.Mmmi”:
depend on us. For as to those that depend only on us — that is, on g
mvs..m need only know that they are good; then we cannot desire

. . A
ardently, because to do good things that depend on us is to mo:omm S-“HM.& M_.W, VMH
is nm:m:“ that one cannot have too ardent a desire for virtue. (P5 a.144;

436-437.)
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The outcomes of most situations we are faced with “do not depend entirely
onitis o entirely on others,” and so “we should distinguish with exactitude
within [these things] that which depends only on us, in order to extend our
desire only to that alone” (PS a.146; AT XI 439). That is, the object we need
to get clear on when we are deciding how to act is nothing other than
ourselves and our relation to the world in which we find ourselves.

Judging well what is best thus has two dimensions. First, in deciding
what to do we might ask ourselves these sorts of questions to determine just
what we are capable of doing: What will my going ahead and doing it result
in? Are my reasons for doing this sound? What has happened when I have
acted this way in the past? Are those past occasions really comparable to
this one? What other sorts of things might I do instead? Why should I do
this rather than those? Or are the other actions more desirable? While the
sorts of questions we ask with regard to deciding our actions might be quite
different from those we ask of objects in trying to determine the truth about
them, the way in which we go about asking the questions is the same. We
try to look at things from all sides, surveying the possibilities until we come
up with some conclusive answets.

Judging what is best has another dimension, also analogous to judging
well in matters of truth and falsity. As we have seen, to avoid error we must
take care to discern those things we perceive clearly and distinctly, and this
involves being clear about what we know and are capable of knowing. In
judging what is best, we also need to be clear about just what our limita-
tions are with respect to our judgements themselves. And it is with this
judgementabout ourjudgements that differences between clear and distinct
perception and judging to be best emerge. In judging what is best it seems
the questions could go on forever, for we just cannot know everything we
would need to know to be able to reach a definitive conclusion. It can thus
seem that it is just not within our power to come to a responsible decision
about what is best, and so that adhering to the method of judging what is
best must result in our abstaining from action. However, Descartes, quite
sensibly, contends that irresolution can go too far: “when it lasts longer than
necessary, and makes us spend deliberating the time which is needed for
acting, it is extremely bad” (PS a.170; AT XI 459). This “excess of irresolu-
tion” arises “from too great a desire to do well, and from a weakness of the
understanding, which has no clear and distinct notions [regarding such
matters] but only a lot of confused ones” (PS a.170; AT XI 460). We remain
unresolved by second-guessing ourselves too much, frying to determine
just what is the best course of action. When we are engaged in a search after
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truth, remaining unresolved may be entirely appropriate: we do not want
to reach an over-hasty conclusion about the way things really are. And
indeed there is no need to reach a conclusion if one is not warranted. If we
do not arrive at the truth today, nothing is lost; we can afford to push on
with our inquiry and hope that the truth emerges. To apply such a standard
to our practical engagements would be foolish, however. We may not want
to act until we are absolutely certain we are doing the right thing, but we
must recognize we can never achieve this perfect certainty: wanting to do
well that badly would simply result in our doing nothing at all, and that
would be self-defeating. So, Descartes says, in order to remedy such excess
of irresolution, and so to force ourselves to come to act in a timely way, we
need to “accustom ourselves to forming certain and decisive judgements
about whatever presents itself, and to believe that we always discharge our
duty when we do what we judge to be the best, even though perhaps we
judge very poorly” (PS5 a.170; AT XI 460).

Thus, while the outcome of practical deliberation does seem to leave us
very far from the certainty required in the sciences,” it still shares some-
thing with scientific method. Just as we are always to assent to those ideas
we perceive clearly and distinctly, so are we here always to act in accord-
ance with what we gee to be the best when it comes time to make a decision.
And just as assenting only to clear and distinct ideas requires us to discern
just what we perceive clearly, and so to recognize that we do not perceive
everything that way, so too, in acting on what we judge to be the best, we
need to discern just what is in our power. Doing this involves not only
figuring out what we are capable of doing, but also coming to terms with
our limited ability to achieve certainty. While we may never reach a
definitive judgement about the best course of action, there comes a time
when we must make a decision. Once we have made that decision, we then
need to live with it. And we can do that, because in having judged things to
be the best, we have considered things as comprehensively as we could, and
so judged the best we can.

5. Cartesian generosity

So then what is Cartesian generosity? At the core of Cartesian generosity is
a feeling of wonder at ourselves, that is at the freedom we have with regard
to our own thought. For it is with this feeling, I have argued, that we come
to truly understand that we have a “free disposition of our volitions.” And
equally it is with this feeling that we are moved to use our will — that
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freedom — well. In wondering at our will, we are disposed to attend to it,
and to see that it naturally assents spontaneously to those ideas we perceive
clearly and distinctly. While we do not perceive our passions clearly and
distinctly, and indeed never can, we can still make good decisions regard-
ing our actions, by trying to get clear about practical matters. However,
because our deliberations concern not the truth but the way in which we
need to conduct ourselves in order to continue with our lives, we will need
to come to a decision with only moral certainty. If we do just what we have
judged to be the best when the time for action comes, then we have used
our will as well as we can, for we have undertaken and executed that which
we have judged to be the best.

A person who is generous, then, will be prone to reflect upon the
inclinations with which she finds herself. Because she understands that she
has a free will, she recognizes that she has power over her own thoughts,
and so that she can come to feel other than she does. That she can does not,
of course, mean that she ought to do so. Instead, she must reflect upon the
reasons she might have for feeling as she does and the reasons she might
have for feeling otherwise. It is in promoting this disposition to reflection
upon one’s inclinations that generosity figures most frequently in the
tegulation of the passions. For if the passions do lead us into error it is not
usually because we are so much in the grips of a passion as we cannot see
straight. Rather the most common error of the passions lies in the way in
which they exaggerate or under-value the importance of things, Reflection
on the reasons for these evaluations can help to remedy these misjudg-
ments. Of course, generosity also has a role to play when we do find
ourselves in the grips of a passion, as we have seen with Augustus. But in-
those cases, what we need to do is to remember that we are free. We need
to re-discover, in effect, that we do have a free will, and so, that we can feel
other than we are feeling. And perhaps, the best thing to do in these cases
is simply to feel and do the opposite of that to which we are inclined, as
does Augustus. For if nothing else, in actually doing otherwise, we have

proven our own power both to ourselves and to others.

A generous person will, in having formed this habit of reflecting on her
judgements, also reflect on the way in which she forms those judgements.
And so along with this sense of her own power, she will also have a sense
of her own limitations. She will understand that there are things she can
know, as well as those she cannot. She will also understand that there are
things she might have been able to adduce had time permitted, but that
since she had to make a choice she could only do her best. And that she has
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done in making a reasoned choice at all. Insofar as she r.mm this prupes mms%.,m
of self, insofar as she recognizes both that she is a rational .c.m_bm and the
limits of her reason, she esteems herself as highly as she legitimately can.
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those extraordinary circumstances in which such a demonstration at the expense of
reason is a good thing. Gassendi's problem is that he has picked the wrong instance
in which to sacrifice reason.
U Gee also the letter to Elisabeth of 1 September 1645:
1 spoke of a happiness which depends entirely on our free will, which all men
can acquire without external assistance. You observe very truly that there are
diseases which take away the power of reasoning and with it the power of
enjoying the satisfaction proper to a rational mind. This shows me that what I
said in general about every person should be taken to apply only to those who
have the free use of their reason, and in addition know the way that must be
followed to reach stich happiness. (AT IV 282; CSMK 262f.)
15 If we want to ask the next question — How is it that we undertake this first act
of will? — the answer must be: we just do. Having a free will is just part of our
nature, and at some point this part of our nature manifests itself. There may be
certain situations in which this is more likely to happen, for instance, when we make
a mistake, or face some kind of hardship or pain.
1 Indeed this feeling might even lead us to extend the practice: once we have
recognized that we need not alwaysbelieve what our eyes and ears tell us, we might
well begin to speculate about other things, for instance, what our teachers have
taught us. The premise of the Meditations is certainly consistent with this idea.
7  Once we come to this realization, we can, of course, understand that we have a
free will more dispassionately. We will, once we have acquired the passion of
generosity, be able to appeal to that occasion as a precedent as we weigh what we
are feeling. Presumably, we come to have the virtue of generosity when we come to
be in the habit of reflecting on what we feel more generally. This is not to say that
the generous person will be constantly second-guessing himself. Time and circum-
stance will dictate which beliefs we will call into question; generosity is just the
openness to reflect critically on just those things we assume undeniable.
 This feeling of confidence is reflected in the way we comport ourselves: “the
movement of the spirits which causes them is 50 obvigus that it even alters the
countenance, the gestures, the walk, and in general all the actions of those who
contrive a better or worse opinion of themselves.” (PS a. 151; AT XI445.}
19 Voss translates lacheté by ‘laziness’ while noting that ‘cowardice’ is available. In
the rest of the Passions ‘lacheté’ clearly refers to cowardice, and I have opted for
consistency, [ have also deviated from the Voss translation in a way which elicits the
resonances in the French text, especially around ‘raison’.
2 Gee also to [Mesland] 2 May 1644, AT IV 115.
11 That the institution of the method for avoiding error results from a consideration
of the will is also clear from the language of the passage. 1t is widely assumed that
considerations of truth grounds the rule the will chooses to follow in its quest for
knowledge. Interestingly, however, neither truth nor the quest for it is invoked by
the meditator in his institution of the method for avoiding error. What is invoked is
the will itself insofar as the meditator attends to his actions. What is more, these
actions are perceived clearly: “itis clear [clarum] that L act correctly ... And ‘clear’ or
‘clara’ for Descartes is a technical term, reserved for the quality of perception which
compels the will's spontaneous affirmation. Thus, in adhering to the method for
avoiding error the meditator is spontaneously affirming, that is, willing, nothing
other than his actions, his willing. The institution of the method is thus truly



274  Lisa Shapiro

reflective, In this way, the will seems to contain within itself its own standard of
good use.

*# The account of clear and distinct perception [ offer here will be essentially
incomplete. It is beyond the scope of this investigation to provide a full defense; all
Iintend is to offer a plausible reading of Descartes’ views on this matter.

# Iam excluding from my discussion those truths which are declared to be known
by the light of nature, such as the causal principle. While 1 do think I similar
accounts can be provided for them, they are much less on the surface of the text, and
I can not undertake an excavation of them here.

* See not only the conversation with Burman but also the Fifth and Seventh
Objections (of Gassendi and Bourdin, respectively).

% See also AT VII 362; CSM II 250.

* InPr.], 45, Descartes defines these terms as follows: “I call a perception ‘clear’
when it is present and accessible to the attentive mind — just as we say that we see
something clearly when it is present to the eye’s gaze and stimulates it with a
sufficient degree of strength and accessibility. I call a perception “distinct if, as well
as being clear, it is so sharply separated from all other perceptions that it contains
within itself only what is clear.” (AT VIIIA 22; CSM 1 207-208.)

¥ And perhaps even those about which we remain uncertain, While the meditator
does claim to know that his essence as a thinking thing does not include body, he is
less clear about the status of sensing and imagining,

® Interestingly, to perceive something clearly and distinctly is not, for Descartes,
necessarily to see everything about it. While clear and distinct perception does
require that we attend to our idea and survey its every dimension, this survey need
not exhaust what can be understood. Even though the meditator can rightly claim to
have a clear and distinct idea of himself as a thinking thing in the Second Medita-
tion, through the rest of the meditations he comes to learn more about himself, that
heis dependent on God, the nature of his judgements, the nature of imagination and
sensation, that he is joined with a body and a part of nature. While all of these
aspects of himself are in play in the Second Meditation, they are explicated in what
follows. Similarly, the characterization of God does not end with the Third
Meditation: in the Fourth Meditation the notion that it is not a deceiver is elaborated
a bit, and we are given the comparison of God with a master craftsman; in the Fifth
Meditation we have a whole new proof of the existence of God; and in the Sixth
Meditation we learn more about the relation of God to our nature as embodied
thinking things. This further investigation does not re-call these thoughts into doubt.
We can continue, it would seem, to learn more and more about them, but in doing
50 we are not extending our knowledge to new and different dimensions, rather we
are delving deeper into those aspects we have already identified.

# They differ not in whether or not they carry on them a certain mark, but rather
in where we stand in our own process of reflecting on what we hope to acquire
knowledge of.

¥ The difference between matters of the true and matters of the good is the amount
of time we can afford to spend reaching our decision. Because we can continue to
function without having reached the truth, we do best to suspend judgement on
matters about which we are still not clear. If we were to abstain from making
judgements until we were completely clear on matters involving the good, however,
we would find ourselves paralyzed by irresolution. Thus, what one judges to be the
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best might very well change with the circumstances, and in particular .2:7 ».Tm :ﬂm

that one has available to deliberate. How much time ?.o?.mn_.w spent n_m__cmnm:m._m wi

depend on the circumstances. We may spend years deciding what to do with our

lives, but need to decide immediately how to best mmam_._.m the fort. .3 the latter nﬂm.w

we cannot hold ourselves to a standard Em_ﬂrm exigencies of the circumstances di

it, As Descartes writes to Elisabeth:

uoﬁHﬁHﬁr also that there is nothing to repent of swrm: we have done i”m_" we
judged to be best at the time when had to decide to act, even thoug _wﬂw
thinking it over at our leisure, we judge that we E.mn.m a E_mﬁmxm.. There Soc.m o
more ground for repentance if we had acted against our ao:mn_m:nmwme.m: i we
realized afterwards that we had done better than we thought. ow: im e
responsible only for our thoughts, and it does not belong to human :mr re :wmam
omniscient, or always to judge as well on the spur of the moment _mﬂ Mo%“m e
is plenty of time to deliberate. (To Elisabeth, 6 October 1645, AT B

269. . ) )
Even ,ruoamr we must tailor our deliberations to the time available to us, we still

must deliberate.



