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Abstract 
Descartes tried mightily to heed Mersenne’s advice to avoid theological issues. He did 
not always succeed, and to the extent that he did succeed, his effort to may in fact have 
had the unfortunate effect of generating confusion about certain of his philosophical 
views. Examining the theological picture helps to understand those views, especially 
with regard to free will. In particular, Molinism and Jansenism are discussed here. One 
result is that we can understand that, for Descartes, it is possible, even in this life, to 
have unshakable certainty of the true; but we can have only moral certainty of the good 
sufficient for action. 
 
 
Résumé 
Descartes essaya le plus possible de suivre le conseil de Mersenne, soit éviter les 
questions théologiques. Il n’a pas toujours pu le faire avec succès et, lorsque ce fut le cas, 
ses efforts ont entraîné la malheureuse conséquence d’embrouiller certaines de ses 
conceptions philosophiques. Un examen du paysage théologique permet de clarifier ces 
conceptions, spécialement à l’égard du libre arbitre. En se penchant en particulier sur le 
molinisme et le jansénisme, cet article montre entre autres que, pour Descartes, il est 
possible, même pendant cette vie, d’avoir une certitude inébranlable de la vérité; mais 
que cette dernière n’est qu’une certitude morale du bien suffisant pour agir. 
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fter announcing his doctrine of the created eternal verities, Descartes was 
warned by Mersenne of the perils of theological entanglements. 

Nonetheless, he later found himself involved with theologically charged issues 
ranging from the Eucharist to heliocentrism. The doctrine of free will set out in 
the Fourth Meditation was an especially sensitive topic. Though directed to the 
problem of cognitive error, it obviously had parallel implications for moral 
error. When pressed on them he recoiled with this remark: “The only thing 
which prevented me from speaking of the freedom which we have to follow 
good and evil was the fact that I wanted to avoid as far as possible all 
theological controversies and stay within the limits of natural philosophy” 
(Letter to Mesland1, 2 May 1644, in AT: IV, 117; CSMK: 234). His effort to 
avoid theology may in fact have had the unfortunate effect of generating 
confusion about certain of his philosophical views, but examining the 
theological picture helps to understand those views, especially with regard to 
free will. 
 

According to Descartes, will is freedom; they are the same thing for him. 
In a text that seems not to have been noticed at all, Descartes says this, almost 
verbatim.2 One reason for this neglect is that the main point of the text is not 
the relation between freedom and the will, but a response to Hobbes’s objection 
that Descartes had assumed, without proof and against the Calvinists, that the 
will is free. As will be noted below, however, there are other texts indicating the 

                                                           
1 On this letter, more below. 
2 The French translation by the Duc de Luynes says it explicitly: “[L]a volonté & la liberté ne sont 
qu’une mesme chose.” Interestingly, the translation then says, apparently as a clarification, 
explicitly what Descartes’s Latin text says: “unum &idem esse voluntarium & liberum” (AT: VIII, 191); 
Luynes’s translation: “[I]l n’y a point de difference entre ce qui est volontaire et ce qui est libre” 
(AT: IX, 148). 

A 
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identity which bear more closely on free will, but which also have been 
neglected. A second reason for the neglect, then, is that the capital importance 
of the identity has not been appreciated. The argument below is that, given his 
theological context, the identity of freedom and will for Descartes makes the 
currently popular Molinist, or libertarian reading of his view highly implausible.3 
 
 
Molinism 
 
There are two theological works that are essential for understanding 
seventeenth-century debates over free will. One is Luis de Molina’s Concordia, 
first published in 1588, and then in an expanded, definitive edition, in 1595. Its 
thrust is given by the full title, The agreement of free will with the gift of grace, divine 
foreknowledge, providence, predestination and damnation. Molina’s Concordia is a 
Counter-Reformation work, directed against Luther, Calvin, and other 
reformers, who in his view denied free will on the basis of their doctrines on 
grace, providence and the other items of his title.  

 
Molina’s own doctrine on free will was not entirely original with him, and 

in fact sprang from a long tradition back to Antiquity. Lucretius relates the view 
that the ultimate constituents of the universe are uncuttable individuals that 
have no necessary connections with each other. Their organization into worlds 
begins, famously, when one of them unpredictably swerves and collides with 
another, an event which occurs thereafter, no less unpredictably, only in the 
breast of a human who exercises free will.4 Ockham is in this atomist tradition, 
and so is his view on freedom: 

I call freedom the power [potestatem] by which I can indifferently and contingently 
bring about [ponere] different things, such that I am both able both to cause and 
able not to cause the same effect, without there being any difference anywhere 
beyond that power [potentiam] (Quod. 1, Quest. 16, § 1, in 1991: I, 75; slightly 

modified). 

So, my act is free just in case I could have not performed it, maybe by doing 
something else, or just by doing nothing at all, without any alteration in the 
circumstances of the act. 
 

                                                           
3 A work that was obviously sensitive to the theological context is Gilson, 1982 [1913]. Despite 
the criticism of his views below, this work deserves more attention than it now receives. 
4 See Lucretius, De rerum natura: “[I]ncerto tempore ferme incertisque locis spatio depellere paulum” (1982: II, 
112-115; trans.: 216-224 and 251-262: “The unpredictability is a function of the lack of causal 
determination; the same is true of the Molinist will”) 
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Ockham was Molina’s immediate source for his view. He begins his book 
by setting out and summarily rejecting both the Stoic view that freedom is 
simply opposed to servitude, and the Thomist view that freedom is simply 
opposed to coercion. His alternative view of freedom is richer. Here is what he 
says: 

An agent is said to be free when, with all necessary conditions for acting satisfied 
[positis omnibus requisitis ad agendum], it can act and not act, or do one thing such 
that it can also do the contrary. And from this freedom by which the agent is 
thus able to act, the faculty is said to be free. Because it cannot operate in this 
way unless possessed of decision and judgment [arbitrio judicioque rationis], to that 
extent the faculty is called free decision or free will [liberum abitrium], which is 
nothing but the will in which its freedom is formally explicated, and which 
distinguishes a free agent from a merely natural agent, which, with all the 
necessary conditions for acting satisfied, necessarily acts and does one thing and 
cannot do the contrary (1595: 8). 

So, although there are certainly conditions for acting, so long as those 
conditions remain unaltered, the action is free just in case the agent could have 
acted otherwise. To use the signature term that was claimed by defenders of the 
view, an action is free if the agent acted indifferently. Although the term itself does 
not occur here, this text is the locus classicus for the libertarian freedom of 
indifference that came to be called Molinist. The view was developed and refined, 
especially over the next half-century, by such Jesuits as the Venerable Leonard 
Lessius, Robert Bellarmine, Francisco Suarez, and François Annat. Whatever 
sophistications they added to it, the view retained in their hands the essential 
element of libertarian indifference. 

 
On the Molinist theory, freedom comes in degrees. Perfect freedom is a 

state that is naturally captured by the statics metaphor of a balance, or the state 
of a balance in equilibrium. The metaphor was used repeatedly for various, 
sometimes competing views, both in the period and subsequently. But for the 
Molinist, the equilibrium is almost a literal one. It is a causal balance among the 
circumstances in which a perfectly free action takes place. The balance of forces 
acting upon the agent is such that at least two actions are equally possible, and 
which of the two actions that eventuates depends on a free act of the will; this 
act is the cause that, independently of all else, makes the difference. In this 
sense, the agent, by tipping the balance, is said to be self-determining. 

 
Will is an absolute notion – the power of choosing (eligere), without 

constraint. It is an intrinsic or essential part of what is means to be a certain kind 
of being, one capable of morality, of praise and blame, reward and punishment. 
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In this sense, the will itself is indifferent in the absolute libertarian sense. (But 
the human will differs from God’s indifference because its finite power limits its 
choice.) Freedom lies with the indifference in the actual exercise of the will, the 
lack of constraints imposed by the circumstances of that exercise. This is why it 
can vary in degree. When there are no choices to be made, the will has no 
freedom at all. Freedom is thus extrinsic or accidental to the will or the person 
having it. The distinction between will and freedom is important to the Molinist 
view, since in explains how the actions of Christ, or of the blessed in heaven, 
none of whom can be said to act indifferently, can nonetheless, be meritorious. 
While none of them acts indifferently, and thus none has any freedom, all still 
have a will and act voluntarily. Indifference in this sense is had only by humans 
in this life, a time of trial that ends with the next life. 

 
The view that freedom essentially requires indifference seems to entail, 

however, that we are free only before we act, while competing alternatives are still 
open to us, and that we are least free while we act because, with all alternatives 
but the chosen one closed, we are no longer indifferent. The balance has been 
upset. Molina realizes that, as it stands, his view of freedom is open to this pre-
emptive freedom criticism, that exercise of freedom pre-empts free acts, for if I 
do a given thing, obviously, it is necessarily true that I cannot do the contrary. 
In any case, he himself later raises the criticism against Ockham and others, and 
modifies his original view to accommodate it:  

Following Gabriel [Biel], Ockham [Quod. 38, Quest. 1] and other nominalists 
asserted that the will, at the instant that it elicits a volition, is not free not to 
elicit it or to elicit a contrary act, and conversely, at the instant that it does not 
will, or that it elicits a non-will [nolitionem], it is not free to will the same object; 
but only before that instant was there freedom in it, such that at the same 
instant it was in a position to will or reject an object, or not will concerning the 
object at all (Quod. 1, Quest. 14, § 13, Disp. 24, in 1991: I, 103). 

The argument for this view ascribed to Ockham by Molina, citing Aristotle’s De 
interpretatione, is that what is, when it is, cannot not be. According to Molina, the view 
itself, however, is “not only false, but also dangerous and temerarious,” that is, 
theologically very problematic. One problem that he sees concerns divine 
freedom: since there is no previous moment before God creates, the act of 
creating would itself be not free (see id.). Similarly, theologians generally believe 
that the angels earn merit in the first instant of their creation, but there can be 
no merit without freedom; hence they must have been free before they were 
created, which is “ridiculous” (see id.). Thirdly, sin would occur before the 
sinful act. 
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It is not clear whether any of these arguments apply to Ockham’s view, 
or if they do whether they might not be answered. All of them, in any case, rely 
on the temporal consideration which Molina tries to avoid by appealing to 
Scotus’s notion of priority by nature. The ability indifferently to will or not is 
not temporally prior to the will’s act, but only prior by nature, “as any other cause is 
prior by nature to its effect [ut quaevis alia causa suum effectum praecedit]” (ibid.: 104). 
Although it is exercised at the same time as the act emanating from the will, the 
will’s freedom is prior in nature to that act. 
 

An important early critic of the Molinist view of freedom was Guillaume 
Gibieuf. Early in his life, Gibieuf was at least inclined to the Molinist view of 
free will. But he came under the influence of Pierre Cardinal de Bérulle, who 
appointed him the first head of the Oratory in Paris. Bérulle also dissuaded him 
of his Molinism, and prevailed upon him to write against it. The result was De 
libertate, published in 1630. Gibieuf’s book was dedicated to Pope Urban VIII, 
and was published with approbationes from, among others: Isaac Habert, a Paris 
theologian; Jean de Hauranne, the Abbé de Saint-Cyran, who was the long-time 
spiritual director of Port-Royal; Eustache de Saint-Paul, a scholastic theologian 
whose textbook was later consulted by Descartes to establish the acceptability 
of his views; and Cornelis Jansenius, Bishop of Ypres. In his approbatio, 
Jansenius praises the erudition and piety of the author, and credits him with 
showing that “the true freedom of will known by ancient authors does not lie in 
the commonly-held philosophical indifference of acting” (1630: frontis matter, 
n. p.).5 As for Habert, he was to play an important role a decade later in one of 
the earliest, and bitterest debates between the Molinists and their Jansenist 
critics. De libertate was no minor publication. 

 
The first chapter of Gibieuf’s book attempts to demonstrate that freedom 

consists in what he calls amplitude, not in the indifference found to be essential 
to freedom by the Molinists. He begins the work by saying that free means 
being uncircumscribed by any limits, and that acting freely means operating 
(versatur) with the greatest amplitude or unconstrained by any limits (see 1630: 
6). Unfortunately, the central concept of amplitude is never made clear, and 
subsequent attempts by commentators to make it so have not been notably 
successful (see Gilson, 1982 [1913], and especially Ferrier, 1976). The lack is 
especially regrettable since the term in picked up by Descartes at crucial points 
of his discussion of the will in the Fourth Meditation. Jansenius later said that 

                                                           
5 Gibieuf, Jansenius, and Saint-Cyran had been students together at the Sorbonne, twenty-five 
years earlier. See Gilson, 1982 [1913]: 302, n. 1. 
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although he had approbated Gibieuf’s book, he felt that Gibieuf had not gone 
far enough. He might have been repeating his approval of the attack on 
indifference as the essence of freedom, but also expressing the regret that the 
alternative was not made clearer. 

 
On the other hand, Gibieuf also says that everyone agrees on amplitude 

as the meaning of freedom: Scripture, the Fathers, philosophers, both early and 
late, including the scholastics and the moderns. So, if his aim is simply to refute 
Molina, he need not produce a complete and clear account of freedom, but only 
to show that Molina’s account is not to be found in the tradition, which in 
theology is ultimately the only kind of argument. This is not to say, however, 
that Gibieuf does not have direct arguments against Molina’s views. But here 
too, his effort is not altogether successful. For example, in chapter 32, he argues, 
in a single chapter, that several “absurdities” follow from Molina’s view of 
freedom as indifference (see the section headings, in 1630: 230-31). For one 
thing, it includes the power of sinning, which in fact is not freedom or even a 
part of it. And, insofar as it includes such a power, freedom is not to be found 
in God, who surely must be free. Now, to be sure, Augustine (sometimes) 
claims that freedom is not a power of sinning, but by merely asserting this view, 
Gibieuf rather begs the question against Molina.  

 
Gibieuf also argues in the same chapter that, on Molina’s view, freedom 

can be only with respect to future acts. But this is the view as found in Ockham, 
which Molina tried to repair with the notion of priority of nature: indifference is 
naturally, but not temporally, prior to the free act. On the other hand, Gibieuf 
has a slightly different version of this argument that Molina’s emendation might 
not answer. Early in the work, he offers four “proofs” against Molina. The 
fourth “proof” is the “obvious contradiction” in the view of those for whom 
the nature of freedom includes an absolute indifference of acting and not acting: 
“For if indifference were a condition for freedom, man would never be less free 
than when he acts freely; for he who acts is not indifferent with respect to 
acting, but rather is determined by his act. If, therefore, he were free who is 
indifferent with respect to acting, anyone who acts freely does not act freely at 
all” (13-14). That we are free when we act is contradicted, according to Gibieuf, 
by the necessity, i. e., the lack of freedom, imposed by that very act. The 
problem for the Molinist is not one of priority, but the incompatibility between 
indifference and the putative free act. 
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A number of these arguments were later picked up by Jansenius. Perhaps 
the strongest of them, certainly the most fundamental, is the “absurdity” that if 
freedom consisted in indifference, then freedom would be diminished by grace, 
and destroyed by the Beatific Vision, and that if we wished to increase our 
freedom, grace should be resisted. To be applicable to Molina’s view, these 
claims need some careful clarification. Not all grace would diminish freedom, 
only an additional grace that would overcome an existing balance between 
previous grace and concupiscence. If there were already an imbalance in favor 
of concupiscence, then an additional grace might bring about an equilibrium and 
thus freedom. Similarly, the Beatific Vision would not alter the freedom of 
someone already in a perfect state of grace, under no influence of 
concupiscence; in such a state, there would already be no freedom. Perhaps a 
way of making Gibieuf’s point would be to say that a freedom of indifference is 
not intrinsically valuable, something to be sought for its own sake – unlike his 
own view, according to which perfect freedom is equivalent to salvation. 
 
 
Jansenism 

 
In terms of the duration, extent, and intensity of the controversy that it 

generated, the Augustinus was by far the single most important work dealing with 
issues of will and freedom in the whole early modern period. One would have 
expected a priori that a work of that description would be short, lively, and easily 
digestible. In fact, it is just the opposite: over a thousand double-columned 
pages in-folio, written in scholastic Latin (though itself critical of the scholastics), 
expressing views whose lack of clarity helped to foment, in spectacular ways, the 
controversy itself. The book claimed to be expressing the views only of 
Augustine; thus its title. But the same claim had been made, with no less 
plausibility, by the condemned heretic Jean Calvin a century earlier. Moreover, 
Augustine was read as expressing the views only of Paul; so the stakes of the 
debate were momentous, but complicated. 

 
The Augustinus appeared posthumously in 1640. It was known about and 

expected, however, and the reaction to it was immediate and various, typifying 
much of the conflict during the next eight decades. The first of the work’s three 
books attacks the Pelagians’ view of grace, but it was clear to all that the target 
was Molina. So the Jesuits, particularly at Louvain, sprang to his defense. The 
most notable of their responses came from Denis Petau, who was prevailed 
upon to publish, early, part of a text he was working on. This appeared in 1643 
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as De libero arbitrio. In the political sphere, Prime Minister Richelieu’s reaction 
was also negative, partly because he himself was inclined toward Molinism, but 
mainly because Jansenius was the author of the Mars gallicus of 1635, which 
criticized France’s alliance with Protestant states against Catholic Spain. This 
publication adumbrated Jansenist opposition to the development of royal 
absolutism. Richelieu died at the end of 1642, but not before he had instructed 
Louis Habert, the same theologian at Notre-Dame already encountered above, 
to preach there against the Augustinus.  

 
Politicking in Rome was also a part of the reaction, resulting in a papal 

bull, In eminenti, an obscure text of questioned authorship, from the enfeebled 
Urban VIII. While the Augustinus was condemned by the text, its major fault was 
simply to have addressed topics on which the Church had called a truce earlier 
in the century, when Molina’s work generated debate.6 In any case, the bull was 
generally ignored, and Habert preached three sermons, one at the end of the 
1642, the others early in 1643, occasioning the entry into the debate of 
Jansenius’s great champion, Antoine Arnauld. His first question concerned how 
it could be that someone who had approved Gibieuf’s book would then attack 
Jansenius’s work. 

 
Early in the work, Jansenius had identified the mistaken Pelagian view of 

free will as lying essentially in the indifference of choosing good or evil (see 
1640: I, b. 2, chap. 2, 42; my translation, here and elsewhere unless indicated 
otherwise.). In fact, the free on this view is later defined as that which removes 
the two-way power (hoc ipso quo alterius postestas auferetur) in the exercise of free 
will in one direction rather than the other (see III, b. 1, chap. 2, 4). But human 
nature as capable of good and evil remains. “The natural possibility of not 
sinning, or of leading a good or evil life, conferred on man by God aboriginally, 
cannot be taken from his will because it is an inseparable part of human nature” 
(I, b. 2, chap. 2, 42). The upshot is that free will is unaffected by sin, even by 
Original Sin. 

 

                                                           
6 Clement VIII formed the Congregatio de auxiliis that first met in 1598, tasked with adjudicating the 
dispute between the Molinist Jesuits and their Domincan critics. Two condemnations of the 
Concordia quickly emerged, too quickly for the Pope, who ordered further deliberations, which 
proceeded, interminably, with papal participation. In 1607, Pope Paul V decreed that both sides 
could continue teaching their doctrine, but should refrain from attacking their opponents,’ and in 
any case should await a final decision. In 1611, all publication of books on efficacious grace were 
prohibited, until that final decision. None has ever appeared. See Astrain, 1908. 
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Jansenius, of course, has a very different conception of freedom, as 
something that must be brought about. Freedom of the will is freedom from the 
effects of sin, and “the efficient cause of this liberation is not any natural 
possibility of the free will [liberae voluntatis], but grace” (III, b. 1, chap. 2, 4). 
Distancing himself from the Molinist position, Jansensius claims that “the firmly 
held teaching of the Church is that divine grace is necessary, beyond the will’s 
power of decision [voluntatis arbitrium], by which the power of decision [arbitrium] 
is freed, so that it can not only do the good but also will it” (III, b. 1, chap. 2, 5); 
“[t]he power of decision [arbitrium] must be liberated by grace in order for there 
to be any morally good act, much less one of supernatural value” (III, b. 1, 
chap. 4, 6). He directly enlists Augustine to show that, so paralyzed are the 
powers of free will [liberi arbitrii] that “no good act of will or of moral virtue, no 
good impulse, can be elicited from any circumstance unless sustained and 
thereby liberated by the grace of Christ. For this sustenance and liberation vary 
concomitantly. For this freedom of the will provided by grace is thus its health 
and its power” (III, b. 1, chap. 4, 6-7). 

 
For both Molina and Jansenius, the free is what is in our power to do. 

But they understand this formula differently. For the Molinist, an act is in our 
power when, with the conditions remaining the same, we can either perform it 
or not perform it. The will is free because of this indifference in which it finds 
itself.7 For Jansenius, will and freedom are one and the same thing; so whenever 
we will, even if there is no alternative, we will freely.  

For the will [voluntas], that is, deliberative volition [volitio deliberata], of which alone 
we speak of here, is of itself [seipse] free; and implies a contradiction that it should 
not be free; because it happens when we will it and does not happen when we do not will it, 
not by another volition [volitione], but of itself [seipse]. Nor is this way of freeing 
freedom [istae librandi libertatis modus] vicious or nugatory; for should the 
explanation according to the essence of a thing be sought, it is necessarily to be 
found within it. Indeed, no explanation according to its essence can be given. 
Willing yea or nay [velle...nolle] is essentially free […] (III, b. 6, chap. 35, 301).8 

                                                           
7 “For moderns [Recentiores] go beyond saying that that act is in our power, i. e. is under our free 
will [in libero nostrae voluntatis arbitrio], when we are master of it, to imagine also that with all things 
necessary for acting given according to our liking [pro libitu nostro], we can perform it or not 
perform it. In this, according to our explanation of Augustine’s view, they are undoubtedly 
mistaken” (1640: III, book 6, chap. 4, 260). 
8 Also: “[N]othing more is constituted as in our power than the will itself [ipsa voluntas], i. e. the 
volition. For this is the very root of all freedom, which appears whole in all [free] actions, whether 
internal or external, and because of which they are in our power. Thus the will, i.e. volition, is free 
by reason of itself, because it is essentially free [essentialiter libra]. For it implies a contradiction that 
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As for Gibieuf, so for Jansenius, the will is essentially free, and its freedom is 
beyond further explanation. All that can be added beyond that is what it means 
to be free or to have a will. Moreover, according to Jansenius, this is a view 
widely held all the way back to Augustine, including, crucially, the Council of 
Trent: 

Thus the scholastics, when they heard the Council of Trent say that the will can 
dissent if it so wills [posse dissentire si velit], as Augustine had said earlier that man 
can consent to the divine call if he so wills, they thought, and did so correctly, 
that by freedom was meant the human will [humani arbitrii], and thus they also 
understood for the same reason that freedom indicated that if the will should be 
said to will if it so wished [velle si velit], it could also not will if it so wished. For 
what is it to be able to consent if not so to will? What is it to dissent if not to so 
will (id.)? 

Jansenius follows this statement of freedom as essential to the will with a 
number of illustrations of it. Their plausibility, perceived by him in contrast to 
the Molinist view of indifference as essential to freedom, is clearly taken to have 
argumentative force. The thrust is that if freedom is taken in the Jansenist sense, 
the examples comport with common sense; if they are taken in the Molinist 
sense, however, they involve paradox. Some of the illustrations derive from 
Gibieuf, two in particular. 

 
Thus, on the Jansenist account, the better our reasons for choosing one 

way rather than another, the more free we are. But on the Molinist account, the 
better our reasons, the more our freedom is weakened; and ultimately it would 
be destroyed if we had, as God and the blessed always have, a reason for a 
permanent decision. Instead, the indifference that the Molinist takes to be the 
essence of freedom comes from our frequent ignorance of which is the best way 
to decide, or from our lack of resolution in adhering to the best way, both of 
which are indications not of our freedom, but of corruption and lack of 
freedom (see III, b. 6, chap. 35, 302). In other words, while it is true from a 
Jansenist perspective that only those who have freedom are capable of 
indecision, it is only in this life of trials that such indecisiveness occurs (even if, 
sometimes, as an indicator of freedom; apart from such a life of trial and 
indecisiveness, there is no indifference, yet there can be freedom, because 
indifference is not of the essence of freedom.) Moreover, even this limited 
indifference that Jansenius recognizes is of a sort different from the freedom of 
indifference invoked by Molina. For Molina, indifference, which grounds 

                                                                                                                                          
the will should not be free, just as it is a contradiction that in willing we should not will, or that we 
not do what we will, i.e. that the will not be the will” (III, b. 6, chap. 5, 261-262). 
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freedom, is causal, when an equilibrium of forces leaves the will in position to 
act as a cause by choosing. For Jansenius, indifference is more like the epochē of 
the skeptic, which, rather than empowering the will, paralyzes it.  

 
A second illustration of freedom as essential to the will is of particular 

importance, since it was later identified by Petau as the objection on which the 
“whole pile” of Jansenius’s objections to Molina rested (see 1865-1868 [1643]: 
IV, 495).9 Again, it aims at a reductio ad absurdum of indifference in the libertarian 
sense as the essence of freedom. If that account were accepted, according to 
Gibieuf and Jansenius, then the virtuous, who are most entrenched in a habit of 
doing good, and the vicious who are most entrenched in their habit of doing 
evil, would be least indifferent, therefore least free, and least worthy of reward 
or punishment (see Jansenius, 1640: III, b. 7, chap. 14, 336-338).10  
 
 
Descartes 
 
The main argument for placing Descartes on the Jansenist side in this debate 
rests on internal, textual evidence.11 But first, there is also a persuasive argument 
based on external, circumstantial evidence. It comes from two sources, 
Descartes’s relation to Gibieuf, a source for Jansenius, and his relation to 
Arnauld, Jansenius’s great champion. 

 

                                                           
9 The other three consequences of taking indifference to be the essence of freedom to which 
Jansenius objects as absurd deal with technical issues of grace. See 1640: III, b. 7, chap. 14, 335-
338. 
10 Earlier, Jansenius had offered a similar example, aimed not only at the failure of the Molinist 
account of freedom, but also at the success of his own account. It is an example that in one form 
or other is found repeatedly in the period’s literature on human freedom. Suppose someone to be 
of impeccable and longstanding sober virtue, and ask whether he can decide to become inebriated. 
He himself would reply that he could if so willed, but he would also say that he is not going to so 
will. And we can be sure of what he says, that unless he undergoes some dramatic alteration mind, 
he will steadfastly maintain his sobriety (see ibid., b. 6, chap. 35, 302). All things being equal, he is, 
we might say, morally incapable of becoming inebriated; yet for all that, his sobriety is free and 
worthy of praise. 
11 Even before Jansenius, his side had been staked out by Baius, whose view was condemned, and 
by the Dominicans, whose view was not condemned. Before them it is found in the Republic: to 
know the good is to do the good. Focusing on Jansenius’s view sharpens he difference between 
the two sides. 
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Descartes was reading Gibieuf’s De libertate not long after its publication 
in 1630.12 Even before reading it, Descartes was apprised of its contents by 
Mersenne, and agreed with what was reported to him: “As for God’s freedom, I 
completely share the view which you tell me was expounded by Father Gibieuf” 
(Letter to Mersenne, 27 May 1630, in AT: IV, 117; CSMK: 26; slightly 
modified).13 Nor was Descartes disappointed when finally he got to see the 
book itself. He at first got to read “very little of Gibieuf’s book; but I greatly 
admire what I have seen of it, and completely subscribe to his view” (Letter to 
Mersenne, October 1631, in AT: I, 219-220).14 The first of these letters was one 
in which Descartes explained to him his doctrine of the created eternal truths, 
according to which the truth of mathematics depends on God’s will. So his 
focus would have been on what Gibieuf had to say about God’s will. A decade 
later, with his Meditations ready for publication, Descartes sought to curtail in 
advance the “cavils of ignorant contradiction-mongers” by securing the 
approbation of the work by “the authority of several learned people. With this 
in mind, I thought that I might send you my treatise in manuscript for you to 
show to Father Gibieuf and that I might write to him myself to ask him to 
examine it. He will, unless I am much mistaken, be kind enough to approve it” 
(Letter to Mersenne, 30 September 1640, in AT: III, 184; CSMK: 153). 
Descartes’s reliance on the authority of Gibieuf continued, six weeks later, when 

                                                           
12 Kenny, a key author on this topic, is aware of Gibieuf’s interest to Descartes. But aside from 
what he takes to be a bad argument common to both, their shared denial of a distinction between 
will and freedom, and an appreciation of Gibieuf as an authority on divine volition and on the 
Jesuits’ Molinist doctrine of indifference, Kenny does not investigate this Oratorian as a source of 
Descartes’s own positive views. See Kenny, 1972: 30-31, 24, and 6-7. Zbigniew Janowski is well 
aware of Gibieuf’s importance to Descartes, and, moreover, provides an excellent account of the 
context. See Janowski, 2004: 119-127. Of Molina’s view of freedom, he says: “Nothing seems 
further from Descartes’s doctrine, […] which is in perfect conformity with that of St. Augustine” 
(123). At the end, however, he takes Descartes’s definition of freedom to be an effort to 
“maneuver” between the “mutually exclusive” accounts of the Molinists and the Augustinians. 
The rest of the English language literature seems to ignore him. He has been noticed in the 
French literature: Ferrier (1975), whose work is, alas, not very user-friendly; Gilson (1982 [1913]), 
who, despite the later reservations of the author himself about Gibieuf’s work as a whole, remains 
the most useful account of Gibieuf in relation to Descartes on human freedom. 
13 The letter continues: “I did not know that he had published anything, but I will try to have his 
treatise sent from Paris as soon as possible so that I can see it. I am very pleased that my opinions 
coincide with his, because that assures me at least that they are not too extravagant to be defended 
by very able men.”  
14 The reason for the initially abbreviated reading was that the first copy of the book he has was 
borrowed from André Rivet, and that when the copy sent by Mersenne arrived, he was “otherwise 
occupied and would not have understood a matter that in [his] view is one of the highest and 
most difficult in all of metaphysics”.  
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he proposed to Mersenne that the Meditations, plus a letter dedicating the work 
to the Doctors of the Sorbonne, be shown to Gibieuf, “and one or two others, 
if you see fit.” Confident of Sorbonne approval, but still uncertain of it, 
Descartes “put [him]self entirely in your hands and those of Father Gibieuf, 
whom I am asking in my letter to help you in conducting this business” (Letter 
to Mersenne, 11 November 1640, in AT: III, 240; CSMK: 159). When his 
theory of the human will came under attack by the Jesuits, specifically by their 
spokesman Pierre Bourdin, Descartes again was prepared to rely on the 
authority of Gibieuf: “As for what I wrote on the will, it agrees with what 
Gibieuf also wrote before me, and I have no fear that anything will be objected 
to me on the topic” (Letter to Mersenne, 23 June 1641, in AT: III, 385-386).15 

 
Those who find a Molinist doctrine of the will in the Meditations are faced 

with a trilemma: either Descartes is too stupid to see that his doctrine there is 
actually Molinist, or he thinks that Gibieuf is too stupid to see it, or he is too 
stupid to see that Gibieuf is a confirmed opponent of Molinism--perhaps 
Descartes never finished reading Gibieuf’s book, but was nonetheless rash 
enough to stake the reception of the Meditations on acceptance by its author. 
None of these has any credibility. On this evidence, the only credible view is 
that Descartes was consciously seeking support for his non-Molinist view from 
an obvious opponent of Molinism. 

 
Descartes’s relation to Arnauld on this topic is bit more complicated. A 

letter of 18 October 1669 from Arnauld to an unknown recipient has this to say: 
“I […] find it very strange that this cleric [the Cartesian Robert Desgabets] takes 
Descartes for a man very enlightened in matters of religion, whereas his letters 
are full of Pelagianism, and aside from what his philosophy had persuaded him 

                                                           
15 The objections of Bourdin appeared only with the second edition of the Meditations, in 1642, but 
Descartes might have been steeling himself against them, if he did not already have them at the 
date of this letter. In any case, he later complained of the Jesuits’ lack of candor and 
forthrightness, and of their determination to continue the dispute. The letter does not indicate the 
will as the topic of the dispute, but it had been raised by Bourdin, and nothing else could have 
stirred such rancor among them. See Letter to Mersenne, 19 June 1642, in AT: III, 480-81; in this 
letter, Descartes included a letter for delivery to Gibieuf, evidently replying to questions on many 
topics in his Meditations. Absent is any mention of the will, a topic on which they were in accord 
(see AT: III, 472-480). The questions arose in connection with Descartes’s efforts to have his 
work approved, through the agency of Gibieuf, by the Sorbonne, of which Gibieuf was a 
member. Descartes had begun enlisting this support by Gibieuf 11 November 1640 (see AT: III, 
237-38; CSMK: 157-158). But his cultivation of Gibieuf had begun much earlier, when he wrote 
to Gibieuf, reminding him of his promise to correct and put the finishing touches on a ‘little 
treatise’ he was then just starting. 18 July 1629. See AT: I, 17, and CSMK: 5.  
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of, such as the existence of God and the soul’s immortality, all that can be said 
to his advantage is that he always appeared to submit to the Church” (1775-
1783: I, 671). This is the whole of the allegation. Arnauld cites no particular 
letter, and gives no argument or explanation. This text of Arnauld’s that alleged 
Descartes’s Pelagianism was first brought to light by Jean Laporte, who thought 
that it was “likely” a letter to Chanut that Arnauld had in mind (1988: 445-47). It 
seems that this French ambassador to Sweden had passed along to Descartes 
certain questions from Queen Christina about his views on love, among other 
topics. The question, as reported by Descartes, was “whether the natural light by 
itself teaches us to love God, and whether one can love him by the power of 
that light alone” (AT: IV, 607; CSMK: 308).16 After some discussion of the 
contrary view, he concludes: “I have no doubt at all that we can truly love God 
by the sole power of our nature. I do not assert that this love is meritorious 
without grace – I leave it to the theologians to unravel that – but I make bold to 
say that with regard to the present life it is the most delightful and useful 
passion possible” (id.). 

 
This is no sudden revelation on Descartes’s part. That we are naturally in 

a position to love is essentially asserted in the Third Meditation. Self-reflection, 
he says, shows me to be incomplete and dependent, yet aspiring to something 
greater, by which I see that there is someone on whom I depend and who 
contains what I aspire to, “not just indefinitely and potentially [as I do], but 
actually and infinitely” (AT: VII, 51; CSM: II, 35). Arnauld had no comment on 
the claim in his Objections. Descartes’s crucial comment in the letter to Chanut 
is that such a love without grace would be non-meritorious. That by itself 
should defang the Pelagianism charge.17 

 
The really cogent evidence for reading Descartes as a non-Molinist comes 

not from what Arnauld did say, but from what he did not say. The awaited 
publication of the Augustinus occurred in 1640. It was immediately picked up by 
all the main players here, including, probably, Descartes according to Gilson 
(see 1982 [1913]: 376).18 Probably many were like Saint-Cyran and did not read 

                                                           
16 At this point, Christina had not yet converted to Catholicism. 
17 For a great deal more on allegations of Pelagianism against Descartes, see Lennon, 2013a. Maria 
Scribano has shown that the allegations were a “topos in which the Dutch anti-Cartesian literature 
was concentrated” (1988: 16). The allegations came, notably, from the University of Leiden, and 
were ultimately based on a gross misinterpretation of Descartes’s texts. 
18 But likely he did not read it before finishing the Meditations, the final version of which he sent to 
Mersenne on 11 November 1640. The Augustinus appeared only two months before (see Gilson, 
1982 [1913]: 273). 
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or read carefully the whole text, even if unlike him they were not ailing and near 
death. In any case, Arnauld was in full vigor, and if anyone devoured the work, 
it was him. In February of 1641, he received from Mersenne a copy of the 
Meditations, with a request for his objections, which he famously provided. This, 
the Fourth set of Objections, contains a section entitled “Points which may 
cause difficulty to theologians”. Though undoubtedly hopped up on the 
Augustinus, nowhere in this section, or anywhere else in his Objections, does 
Arnauld so much as mention Descartes’s doctrine of the will. (The same seems 
true of the rest of his enormous œuvre.) It is hard to believe that that if he saw 
even a taint of Molinism in it, Arnauld would have remained quiet. This scourge 
of the seventeenth century had no hesitation in applying the lash to 
Malebranche, Bayle, Leibniz, among others, including (though gently) to 
Descartes himself on the apparent circularity of the Meditations. Louis Habert 
was whipped so badly by him as to counter that Arnauld thought that almost 
everybody was a Pelagian. But he seems not to have thought that Descartes was. 

 
A nice transition to the internal, textual evidence for Descartes’s non-

Molinism is a philological comment that Jansenius provides on the literature 
leading up to him: “Liberum arbitrium refers to the act both of reason and of the 
will, so that arbitrium and iudicium are the same thing, just as it is customary 
sometimes to use ‘deciding’ [arbitrari] for ‘judging’ [iudicare], and thus decision 
[arbitrium] is said to be free both because of reason and because of the will” 
(1640: III, b. 6, chap. 1, 255).19 The looseness of terminology in this central 
domain is to be found even in his most important source: “Throughout his 
work, Augustine customarily calls liberum arbitrium indiscriminately as either 

                                                           
19 That judgment, which prima facie seems to be an in intellectual operation, should be free is a 
view found in Aquinas: “And some act from judgment, but not a free judgment; as brute animals. 
For the sheep, seeing the wolf, judges it a thing to be shunned, from a natural and not a free 
judgment, because it judges, not from reason, but from natural instinct. And the same thing is to 
be said of any judgment of brute animals. But man acts from judgment, because by his 
apprehensive power he judges that something should be avoided or sought. But because this 
judgment, in the case of some particular act, is not from a natural instinct, but from some act of 
comparison in the reason, therefore he acts from free judgment and retains the power of being 
inclined to various things. For reason in contingent matters may follow opposite courses, as we 
see in dialectic syllogisms and rhetorical arguments. Now particular operations are contingent, and 
therefore in such matters the judgment of reason may follow opposite courses, and is not 
determinate to one. And forasmuch as man is rational is it necessary that man have a free-will” 
(Quest. 83, Art. 1, in 2007 [1911]: I, part. 1, 418). This intellectualist drift is reversed by Descartes, 
who makes judgment an act of the will – though perhaps not for the first time, as Kenny claims, 
1972: 4, and, following him, Lennon, 2013b: 170. The view seems to have been held by both 
Augustine, whom Kenny considers, and Jansenius, whom he does not. 
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liberum voluntatis arbitrium, or voluntatis arbtrium, or arbitrium libertatis, or liberam 
voluntatem” (256). For Jansenius, who thought he was following Augustine, the 
will is not something different from freedom. They are the same power. To 
have a will is to be free, and conversely.20 

 
The crucial text for Descartes’s doctrine of the will is, of course, the 

Fourth Meditation, where he explains that it is not God but we who are 
responsible for our errors. There is a mismatch between our intellect, which is 
very limited, and our will, which Descartes describes using Gibieuf’s unusual 
signature term. He says of the will that it is both “extremely ample [amplissima] 
and also perfect of kind”, and “the more widely it extends [quo amplior est], the 
greater thanks” he owes to God (see AT: VII, 57, 58, and 60; CSM: II, 40 and 
42).21 

 
Moreover, following Augustine and Jansenius, this text identifies the will 

with freedom: voluntas sive libertas arbitrii, will or free will. It is an equivalence that 
he repeats – in the Principles, for example: “It is the supreme perfection in man 
that he acts voluntarily, that is, freely” (I, 37, in AT: VIII, 18; CSM: II, 205).22 

                                                           
20 An additional usage relevant, though less important, for subsequent discussions of volition is 
that “although generally liberum voluntatis arbitrium means the very power of the will insofar as it is 
free, often will denotes not that faculty but the free act of that faculty” (Jansenius, 1640: III, b. 6, 
chap. 1, 256).  
21 The failure of the standard translation to deploy the cognate term in the second instance 
suggests a failure to recognize its source, and its technical use. The Latin etymology of the term 
amplus is not altogether clear, but it might go as follows. Fundamentally, it means “full,” from pleo 
(cf. plenum), in fact “full all around,” and thus “large” or “spacious,” but not just statically. The 
prepositional prefix, as in ambio, walk around, gives it a dynamical sense of “great” or “strong” as 
applied to power or force, even “violent” or “impetuous,” as in Pliny’s reference to the violent 
effects of a star upon the earth. It also has an honorific connotation of “great,” “splendid,” or 
“glorious.” With all this, the substantive amplitudo is an ideal term for the Platonic concept 
exploited by the Psuedo-Dionysius who, along with Augustine and Aquinas, was a principal 
source for Gibieuf. It is the key term in Gibieuf’s metaphysics. Jankowski has published the 
source for Descartes claim about the will’s amplitude ([…] vim volendi […] est enim amplissima) in 
Gibieuf, who quotes Cardinal Gasparis Contareni, De libero arbitrio, 1571, p. 599: “[V]oluntas etiam 
ipsa amplissima est.” See AT: VII, 58, and CSM II, 40; Gibieuf, 1630: 44; Janowski, 2004: 57. 
22 Incidentally, this is one of the texts often cited for a Molinist reading of Descartes. For Descartes 
here draws a contrast between automata, the movements of which occur necessarily, and ours, 
when we voluntarily embrace the truth but were able not to embrace it. But for this contrast 
between automata, which are never praiseworthy, and us, who sometimes are, the Molinist 
freedom is not required. Descartes says nothing that could not have been accepted by Jansenius, 
who distinguishes between two kinds of necessity, only one of which is incompatible with 
freedom. Tellingly, the French translation, reviewed by Descartes, completes the Latin text in just 
this fashion. Instead of saying that we are more praiseworthy when we embrace the truth 
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The fourth Meditation text gives a generic definition of the will as our ability to 
do or not to do something – to affirm or deny, to pursue or avoid something. 
No one except someone who denies human free altogether would deny that we 
have such a will. It is a definition that Descartes gives a specifically non-Molinist 
thrust as follows: “[O]r rather [vel potius], it consists simply in the fact that when 
the intellect puts something forward for affirmation or denial or for pursuit or 
avoidance, our inclinations are such that we do not feel we are determined by 
any external force” (AT: VII, 58; CSM: II, 40). Only external determination is 
ruled out by this vel potius clause; by implication internal determination remains, 
immediately identified as evidence or grace. Least of all is there any indifference 
of the Molinist sort. Indeed, the text continues in a way that seems deliberately 
to repudiate Molinism: 

In order to be free, there is no need for me to be inclined both ways; on the 
contrary, the more I incline in one direction – either because I clearly understand 
that reasons of goodness and truth point that way, or because of a divinely 
produced disposition of my inmost thoughts – the freer is my choice. Neither 
divine grace nor natural knowledge ever diminishes freedom; on the contrary, 
they increase and strengthen it. But the indifference I feel when there is no 
reason pushing me in one direction rather than another is the lowest grade of 
freedom; it is evidence not of any perfection of freedom, but rather of a defect 
of knowledge or a kind of negation. For if I always saw clearly what was true and 
good, I should never have to deliberate about the right judgment or choice; in 
that case, although I should be wholly free, it would be impossible for me ever to 
be in a state of indifference (id.). 

The constraint on belief provided by the clear perception of truth is essential to 
Descartes’s method of doubt. Without it, no belief would be unshakable – all 
beliefs would be open to doubt. He reiterates the irresistibility of perceived 
truth, two paragraphs later, in the so-called “great light” passage: speaking of his 
perception that he exists, he says: 

I could not but judge that something that which I understood so clearly was true. 
But this was not because I was compelled so to judge by any external force; but 
because a great light in the intellect was followed by a great inclination in the will, 
and thus the spontaneity and freedom of my belief was all the greater in 
proportion to my lack of indifference (AT: VII, 58-59; CSM: II, 41). 

Incidentally, “spontaneity” is a term of art in non-Molinist doctrines of the will. 
 

                                                                                                                                          
voluntarily than if were unable not to accept it, it says that we have something more when in 
choosing the true we do so by a determination of our will than “if were determined and 
constrained to it by an external cause [principe étranger]” (AT: IX, 40). This is the vel potius 
condition that gives Descartes’s generic definition of free will is non-Molinist sense. See 
immediately below. 
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The reiteration continues in the important first extant letter to the Jesuit 
Mesland, who no doubt had been urging Descartes in the direction of Molinism. 
Descartes clearly tries to be conciliatory, describing the difference between them 
as merely verbal since they agree that the will has a power of self-determination. 
But Mesland thinks that the exercise of this power is free only when 
accompanied by indifference, which Descartes here explicitly rejects. It is true 
that without indifference, i. e. lack of clear perception of truth or goodness, sin 
(and error) would be impossible. But with clarity, virtue (and knowledge) would 
be not only possible, but irresistible: “We may earn merit [which can be done 
only freely] even though, seeing very clearly what we must do, we do it infallibly, 
and without any indifference, as Jesus Christ did in his earthly life” (AT: IV, 
117; CSMK: 234). That is, acceptance of clearly perceived goodness or truth 
depends on the will, is not indifferent, and yet is free. Thus, by contrast to 
Mesland, who thinks that only what is indifferent can be free, Descartes can say: 
“I call free generally [generalement] whatever is voluntary” (AT: IV, 116; CSMK: 
234; slightly modified; my emphasis). 

 
The issue of indifference is front and center in the so-called third letter to 

Mesland (see AT: IV, 173-175; CMSK: 244-246).23 By this point Descartes had 
been led by Mesland to look at Petau’s De libero arbitrio, and reports that he 
“entirely agrees” with what Petau says. The difference between them is, once 
again, only a verbal one: “Indifference here seems to me strictly to mean that 
state of the will when it is not impelled one way rather than another by any 
perception of truth or goodness. This is the sense in which I took it when I said 
that the lowest degree of freedom is that by which we determine ourselves to 
things to which we are indifferent” (see AT: IV, 173; CMSK: 245). This is the 
only sense of indifference ever invoked by Descartes; it is the notion of 
indifference recognized by Jansenius, a notion that resembles the Skeptics’ 
epochē. Or, more precisely, it is like the equilibrium that brings about epochē. This 
is how it is explicitly understood by Descartes himself, who in this text deploys 
the Greek term of the ancient skeptics for this equilibrium, αδιάφορα, as a 
synonym for indifference. 

 
The paralysis of the will in the face of competing equibalanced 

perceptions of truth or goodness can nonetheless be a voluntary state and to 
that extent an exercise of freedom. Indeed, it can be brought about freely, which 
is what Descartes does in the First Meditation, by doubting everything capable 

                                                           
23 “So-called” because the text, though certainly authored by Descartes, is probably not to 
Mesland, and not a letter at all. See Lennon, 2013c: 226-229. 
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of being doubted. To counter the habitual opinions that nonetheless return to 
him, he says, he turns his will “completely in the opposite direction” and 
deceives himself, by pretending that these opinions are utterly false and 
imaginary (see AT: VII, 22; CSM: II, 15). And how? By supposing the evil 
demon. In fact, every previous step of his doubt has been an act of the will, as 
he confects “well-thought out reasons” for doubting what he hitherto accepted 
as true. The resulting state of paralysis, what Ockham and many others call a 
nolitio, is the volition not to will otherwise, originating with the will and sustained 
by the will. 

 
Descartes realizes, however, that Petau gives the term “indifference” a 

different meaning: “But, he says, perhaps others mean by ‘indifference’ a 
positive faculty of determining oneself to one or other of two contraries, that is 
to say, to pursue or avoid, to affirm or deny. I do not deny that the will has this 
positive faculty” (AT: IV, 174; CMSK: 245). Is this to say that Descartes here 
suddenly accepts Petau’s Molinism? Not at all. To make a long story short, 
Petau in his De libero arbitrio tried to respond to Jansenius’s argument on which 
the “whole pile” of his objections to Molina rested (see Petau, 1865-1868 
[1643]: 495).24 The argument, again, is that if Molinist indifference is the essence 
of freedom, then the virtuous, who are most entrenched in a habit of doing 
good, and the vicious who are most entrenched in their habit of doing evil, 
would be least indifferent, therefore least free, and least worthy of reward or 
punishment. According to Petau, the argument equivocates on the term 
“indifference.” He therefore distinguishes two senses of the term, one that he 
calls essential, the other that he calls accidental. He thinks that in the accidental 
sense it is true but harmless that the virtuous lack indifference; in the essential 
sense they do not lack it. 

 
The accidental sense is what Descartes means by indifference, the 

equilibrium in which for the Molinist Petau the greatest freedom is found, and 
which for Descartes is its least degree. (This would be the freedom that, 
according to Molina, is lacking to the entrenched saints and sinners.) The 
essential sense is the one just noted above, the positive faculty of determining 
oneself to either of two contraries, to pursue or avoid, to affirm or deny. (This 
would be the indifference that must be found even in saints and sinners just 
because they have a will whose essence is this indifference.) This is Descartes’s 

                                                           
24 The other three consequences of taking indifference to be the essence of freedom, to which 
Jansenius objects as absurd, deals with technical issues of grace. See 1640: III, b. 7, chap. 14, 335-
338. 
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generic definition of the will in the Fourth Meditation, which is why he can 
accept that the will has the power defined by Petau. Now, Petau also must take 
it here only in the generic sense. If he meant it specifically in the Molinist sense, 
then he would beg the question right at the outset against Jansenius. That is, he 
cannot expect his opponents to accept that as a response to the entrenchment 
argument that as matter of definition we have a power of indifferently choosing, 
under the same circumstances, one of multiple options. 

 
What Petau needs, and tries to supply, is an argument for taking it in this 

Molinist sense, just as Descartes followed the generic definition with the vel 
potius clause, which begins the argument why it should be taken in a non-
Molinist sense. When Descartes “entirely agrees” with Petau, he is not 
espousing Molinism.25 He agrees only with a nominal definition of the will, 
accepted by everyone. 

 
Descartes tries to emphasize how clearly he is committed to the generic 

or nominal definition of the will, Petau’s essential indifference. The will has this 
power not just when it is indifferent in his own sense, which is Petau’s 
accidental indifference, but even when this indifference is absent,  

so that when a very evident reason moves us in one direction, although morally 
speaking we can [possimus] hardly [vix] move in the contrary direction, absolutely 
we can. For it is always open [licet] to us to hold back [revocare] from pursuing a 
clearly known good, or from admitting a clearly perceived truth, provided we 
consider it a good thing to demonstrate [probare] the freedom of our will by doing 
so (AT: IV, 173; CSMK: 245).26 

Now, this text has an importance beyond my time to do it justice here. For it is 
the linchpin of all Molinist interpretations of Descartes. Suffice it to say that the 
claim that resistance to a clearly perceived truth is always possible goes no 
farther than what Descartes himself demonstrates in the First Meditation when 
he doubts arithmetic and geometry. The interesting question is: how does he do 
so? The answer is: only by citing “powerful and well thought-out reasons,” of 
which the demon deceiver supposition would be an example. If Descartes were 
a Molinist, the exercise of his freedom would not require any such supposition 
by which to deceive himself and bend his will in the opposite direction. The will 
could just act on its own, without any proviso of the sort that Descartes 
stipulates. 

                                                           
25 Because he does not appreciate Petau’s neutral definition, Gilson sees a two-way slippage, of 
Petau into Descartes’s position, and of Descartes into Petau’s. More on this below.  
26 For more on this text see Lennon, 2013c: 236-241. 
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A final comment on this text before turning to a conclusion. In its 

original form, it has but two parts, of which the second is generally ignored. Too 
bad, because it shows how closely Descartes engages the theological dialectic of 
free will. He distinguishes, as do all the theologians discussed here, between the 
questions of freedom before we act, and when we act. I quote the whole of his 
treatment of the latter, freedom when we act:  

Freedom considered in the acts of the will taken at the moment when they are 
elicited does not entail any indifference taken in either of the first or the second 
sense [above]; for what is done cannot remain undone as long as it is being done. 
It consists simply in ease operation; and at that point, freedom, spontaneity and 
voluntariness are the same thing. It was in this sense that I wrote that I moved 
towards something all the more freely when there were more reasons driving me 
towards it; for it is certain that in that case our will moves itself with greater 
facility and force (AT: IV, 174-75; CSMK: 246). 

No effort here of the sort made by Molina to introduce an indifference that is 
simultaneous with the free act, but prior to it by nature. In the period, 
spontaneity was a term consciously used by opposition to freedom of 
indifference. And so we find Descartes saying that with more reasons, we have 
less indifference, greater spontaneity, and greater freedom. So, for Descartes, far 
from being the essence of freedom, indifference is its lowest degree. A nice 
conclusion will be to ask why he accords indifference even that minimal degree. 
The answer reviews and illustrates much of what has been argued above. For it 
is not just as an incidental implication of his identification of will and freedom 
that for Descartes the indifference of paralysis is a degree of freedom. (Though 
paralyzed, the will and this freedom are still involved.) There are important 
methodological and theological issues at stake as well. 

 
Gilson thinks that the first letter to Mesland involves Descartes in a 

“formal contradiction” with the Fourth Meditation. Here is what he sees as 
Descartes problem. It is one thing to indicate by a reference to Christ’s will that 
indifference is not essential to freedom. It is another to show how moral 
responsibility can be maintained if we infallibly do what we perceive to be good 
(see 1982 [1913]: 413). According to Gilson, Descartes’s letter tacitly appeals to 
a version of Aquinas’s distinction between freedom of execution and freedom 
of kind. With freedom of kind we necessarily assent to the perceived good; with 
freedom of execution it is up to us, as a matter of Molinist indifference, to 
engage in the perception, with its consequent necessity of assent, or not to 
engage it. But the doctrine of the Fourth Meditation has it that indifference is 
not essential to freedom at all. Thus the contradiction. 
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But suppose Descartes had denied freedom of execution; that would 

have meant that whenever we had a clear perception of the truth, we could 
never give it up, and our cognitive life would stall. It would be like the famous 
trance of Socrates, except that we would never come out of it. But the fact is 
that we have to get on with life, which includes finding a guarantee for the clear 
perception of truth that cannot be doubted while we have it. For the method of 
doubt to arrive not just at certainty, but unshakable certainty, it must be possible 
to set aside, individually, every clear perception of the truth, in order to provide, 
with a proof of God’s existence, a guarantee of them all. Otherwise, there would 
be no difference between Descartes and the atheist geometers who, though they 
had irresistible clear perceptions of the truth, were still liable to skeptical 
challenge. How does a clear perception of the truth come to an end? In many 
ways – the postman knocks, the dinner bell rings, and, philosophically most 
important, by bending the will in the opposite way with a competing hypothesis, 
e. g. the demon, the capstone of the method of doubt. 

 
It is no surprise, then, that the freedom of execution does not appear for 

the first time in the letter to Mesland. Indeed, it is to be found even in the Fifth 
Meditation, after the definitive proof of God’s existence, which guarantees all 
clear perceptions of the truth: “Admittedly my nature is such that so long as I 
perceive something very clearly and distinctly I cannot but believe it to be true. 
But my nature is also such that I cannot fix my mental vision continually on the 
same thing, so as to keep perceiving it clearly” (AT: VIII, 69; CSM: II, 48). 
When a skeptical challenge is posed to some clear perception of the truth, even 
the ultimate one based on the metaphysical doubt, one has only to respond with 
the proof. For Gilson, the crucial notion is attention. When we attend to a 
clearly perceive truth, we cannot doubt it – this is the Fourth Meditation; but we 
are free with a Molinist freedom of indifference not to attend to it – this is the 
letter to Mesland. Here is the text cited by Gilson: “I did not write that grace 
entirely prevents indifference, but simply that it makes us incline to one side 
rather than to another, and so diminishes indifference without diminishing 
freedom; from which it follows, in my view, that this freedom does not consist 
in indifference” (AT: IV, 217; CSMK: 234, in Gilson, 1982 [1913]: 419). 
According to Gilson, Descartes “seems to admit that a minimum of indifference 
must be left to us by grace for us to be free” (Gilson, loc. cit.). But how can 
Descartes admit such a thing if concludes, as he does, that freedom does not 
consist in indifference? So, there seems to be a contradiction even in the letter 
to Mesland. 
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Now, grace plays the same role with respect to the good as evidence does 

to the truth. As stated in the Fourth Meditation, there is a parallel between 
“reasons of truth and goodness [natural knowledge]” and “a divinely produced 
disposition of my inmost thoughts [grace]” (AT: 57-58; CSM: II, 40). Both 
produce an inclination in the will, and the greater the inclination, the more free 
it is. But there is a difference. In the case of natural knowledge, indifference can 
be eliminated altogether, such that the perception is incorrigible. In the case of 
grace, however, if there were no residual indifference, we would be impeccable, 
a dignity reserved to Christ and the blessed in heaven. This is why in the letter 
Descartes says, counterfactually, “if we saw [evil] clearly, it would be impossible 
for us to sin, so long as we saw it in that fashion” (AT: IV, 117; CSMK: 234).27 He 
does not say when, as he does, by contrast, in setting out the rule of truth in the 
Third Meditation, which at that point has already brought him incorrigible truth, 
the first of many such.28 Epistemologically, we can, even in this life, have 
unshakable certainty of the true; but we can have only moral certainty of the good 
sufficient for action. The upshot is that the letter is not in contradiction with 
itself or with the Fourth Meditation. 
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