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Descartes on Will and Suspension 
of Judgment: Affectivity of the Reasons 

for Doubt

In this paper, I  join the so-called voluntarism debate on Descartes’s theory of will and 
judgment, arguing for an indirect doxastic voluntarism reading of Descartes, as opposed to 
a classic, or direct doxastic voluntarism. More specifically, I examine the question whether 
Descartes thinks the will can have a direct and full control over one’s suspension of judg-
ment. 

Descartes was a doxastic voluntarist, maintaining that the will has some kind of con-
trol over one’s doxastic states, such as belief and doubt (e.g. AT VII, 22 & 59–60; CSM 
II, 15 & 41).1 According to a long-held reading, the control that the will has over doxastic 
states in Descartes’s theory is direct; the doxastic states are affected by the mere act of will. 
This reading, called direct doxastic voluntarism (DDV) or direct voluntarism (DV) for 
short, states that we are capable of assenting, rejecting and suspending a judgment based 
only on our will to do so. Thus, these actions would be utterly and merely volitional. DV 
can be divided into two further positions, direct positive voluntarism (+DV) and direct 
negative voluntarism (-DV). Direct positive voluntarism deals with the act of forming 
judgments, maintaining that one can accept or deny a proposition wilfully and either 
merely believe or not believe something voluntarily. Direct negative voluntarism deals 
with the suspension of judgment, maintaining that it can likewise be accomplished by 
a simple act of will (cf. e.g. Newman 2008, 343; Vitz 2010, 107–108 & 2015a, 73–74; 
Schüssler 2013, 148–150).

However, I support an alternate account of Descartes’s voluntarism, which is called in-
direct doxastic voluntarism (IDV) or indirect voluntarism (IV) for short. By this account, 
the will is capable of affecting a doxastic state indirectly by making one concentrate on 

1  When referring to Descartes, I use the standard style of reference, where AT stands for the 12-volume 
edition of original texts by Adam and Tannery, CSM stands for the 2-volume English translations by 
Cottingham, Stoothoff and Murdoch, and CSMK stands for the translations of correspondence (in the 
third volume of the latter edition) by Cottingham, Stoothoff, Murdoch and Kenny.
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essential tasks for forming that state, such as gathering up and paying attention to strong 
reasons and evidence. IV is also possible to divide into indirect positive voluntarism (+IV) 
and indirect negative voluntarism (-IV). Per indirect positive voluntarism the will needs to 
pay attention to reasons for accepting or denying some proposition. Likewise, by indirect 
negative voluntarism, in order to suspend judgment the will needs to direct this attention 
to the reasons for doubt. By attending to these reasons, the will also comes face-to-face 
with its own freedom (AT VIII 6; CSM I, 194. Cf. AT VII, 57; CSM II, 40). This feel-
ing of freedom can be described as affectivity of the reasons for belief (assent) and doubt 
(suspension).

My main goal in this paper is to defend indirect voluntarism over direct voluntarism, 
especially concentrating on voluntarism concerning suspension of judgment (-IV). Even 
though indirect voluntarism has gained some attention in the literature (e.g. Kenny 1998; 
Cottingham 1988 & 2002; Della Rocca 2006; Newman 2008), the systematic defense it 
deserves has not been attempted yet. My own reading is intended to fill this gap.2 I put 
forward three kinds of evidence for indirect voluntarism: 1) All the textual evidence that 
seems to support DV can just as easily be read to support IV. 2) IV is a philosophically 
and psychologically more convincing account of the judgment-forming process in humans 
than DV. 3) -IV is a more coherent and less conflicting reading of the general suspension 
of judgment by the Method of Doubt in the First Meditation.

The paper is divided into four parts. In Part 1, I  start with a  short introduction to 
Descartes’s account on judgments and beliefs and especially on the role of the will in 
forming them. In Parts 2 and 3, I  introduce direct and indirect voluntarism and bring 
forward the textual and non-textual evidence supporting them. Finally, in Part 4, I com-
pare Descartes’s theory of will and judgment with the suspension of judgment in the First 
Meditation, defending indirect (negative) voluntarism and laying out the evidence for my 
own reading.

2  However, DV does not need to hold that the will can directly suspend from judging or deny any propo-
sition. Many readings consider that clear and distinct perceptions are utterly irresistible for the will. 
When confronted by a clear and distinct perception, the will would always accept it. Cf. e.g. Frankfurt 
(2008, chapter 11), Kenny (1998, 150–159), Curley (1975, 177), Williams (2015, 165–167), Wilson 
(1978, chapter 3), Rosenthal (1986, 431), Newman (2008, 338–342) and Carriero (2009, chapter 4). 
However, Descartes’s stance on this is quite ambiguous (cf. especially the Letter to [Mesland], 9 Febru-
ary 1645: AT IV, 173–175; CSMK, 244–246). Because of this, not all commentators take the irresist-
ibility of clear and distinct perception at face value and some view Descartes as retaining the will’s 
independent power of choice even in these cases. Indeed, there’s an interesting debate going on in the 
current literature about this topic. Cf. esp. Alanen (2003, chapter 7; 2013), Newman (2008), Shapiro 
(2008), Carriero (2009, chapter 4), Schüssler (2013) and Wee (2014). Even though this debate is cer-
tainly important, in this paper I will mostly stick to the voluntarism debate on perceptions that are not 
clear and distinct. However, even when it comes to clear and distinct perception, Descartes seems to 
maintain IV: clear and distinct perception is evidence that is so strong that the will has no choice but 
to accept it. Despite this, Descartes seems to want to preserve the freedom to suspend judgment on 
them at least in an absolute or ideal sense (cf. Schüssler 2013, 163).
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1. Will in Descartes’s Theory of Judgment
To get a better understanding of Descartes’s doxastic voluntarism it is necessary to first lay 
out the role of the will as Descartes sees it. According to Descartes, thinking (cogitatio) 
is divided into two modes: perceptio (perception) and volitio (will). Descartes also calls 
perceptio understanding (intellectus). In the Principles of Philosophy (1644, henceforth the 
Principia) he further explains the topic as follows: 

All the modes of thinking that we experience within ourselves can be brought 
under two general headings: perception [perceptio], or the operation of the intel-
lect [operatio intellectus], and volition [volitio], or the operation of the will [operatio 
voluntatis]. Sensory perception, imagination and pure understanding are simply 
various modes of perception; desire, aversion, assertion, denial and doubt are vari-
ous modes of willing (Principia I, §XXXII: AT VIIIA, 17; CSM I, 204).

For Descartes then, the will is a faculty, moreover a free faculty: 

[T]he will simply consists in our ability to do [facere] or not to do [non facere] 
something (that is, to affirm or deny, to pursue or avoid); or rather, it consists 
simply of 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 an external force”3 (Med. IV, 8.: AT VII, 57; CSM II, 40).4

Beliefs and opinions, on the other hand, are judgments. In the famous example of the 
Second Meditation, Descartes’s meditator examines first a piece of wax and then people 
walking outside the window:

We say that we see the wax itself, if it is there before us, not that we judge it to be 
there from its colour or shape; and this might lead me to conclude without more ado 
that knowledge of the wax comes from what the eye sees, and not from the scrutiny 

3  This quote is particularly relevant to another discussion on Descartes’s understanding of the will. Does 
Descartes follow earlier (direct) voluntarists like Duns Scotus, Occam and Suaréz and consider the 
will’s freedom to be essentially indifference (hence, the two-way power to do otherwise), like the first 
part of the quote suggests, or spontaneity (hence, being self-caused and undetermined by anything ex-
ternal), like the latter part suggests? See e.g. Ragland (2006), Alanen (2013), Schüssler (2013), Cunning 
(2014) and Wee (2014). I will mostly skip this discussion here. However, I view that Descartes holds 
both to be part of the will’s freedom. In the case of clear and distinct perceptions, the will experiences 
spontaneous freedom, as it feels strongly inclined towards them. When perception is not clear and 
distinct, one can reach a state of equilibrium related to the reasons for assent and non-assent. In such 
a state, the will experiences indifferent freedom, as neither side is stronger or more inclined than the 
other (AT VII, 22 & 57–58; CSM II, 15 & 40). 

4  When referring to Descartes’s work Meditations on First Philosophy (1641–1642, henceforth Medita-
tions) I also add the number of Meditation (Med.) and paragraph (p.) of the text I am referring to.
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of the mind alone. But then if I look out of the window and see men crossing the 
square, as I just happen to have done, I normally say that I see the men themselves, 
just as I say that I see the wax. Yet do I see any more than hats and coats which could 
conceal automatons? I judge that they are men. And so something which I thought 
I was seeing with my eyes is in fact grasped solely by the faculty of judgment which 
is in my mind (Med. II, 13.: AT VII, 32; CSM II, 21. Emphasis in the original).

This was clearly a difficult part for the authors of the Sixth Objections, and so Descartes had 
to explain it further in his Replies:

For example, when I see a stick […] rays of light are reflected off the stick and 
set up certain movements in the optic nerve, in the brain, as I have explained at 
some length in the Optics [1637]. This movement in the brain, which is common 
to us and the brutes, is the first grade of sensory response. This leads to the second 
grade, which extends to the mere perception of the colour and light reflected from 
the stick […] Nothing more that this should be referred to the sensory faculty, if 
we wish to distinguish it carefully from the intellect. But suppose that, as a result 
of being affected by this sensation of colour, I judge that a stick, located outside 
me, is coloured; and suppose that on the basis of the extension of the colour and its 
boundaries together with its position in relation to the parts of the brain, I make 
a rational calculation about the size, shape and distance of the stick; although such 
reasoning is commonly assigned to the senses (which is why I have here referred to 
the third grade of sensory response), it is clear that it depends solely on the intellect 
(AT VII, 437–438; CSM II, 295).

Descartes thus differentiates between sensing as a bodily function (first grade) and sens-
ing as a representation (second grade), viewing the latter as the mental part of sensation. 
Besides these, he further differentiates a third grade, which is related to the understanding, 
being judgments about the mental representation.

However, Descartes does not base judgment solely on understanding. In Notes on a Cer-
tain Broadsheet (1648), he heavily criticises Regius for dividing understanding into perceiv-
ing and judging.

I saw that over and above perception, which is a prerequisite of judgment, we need 
affirmation and negation to determine the form of the judgment, and also that we 
are often free to withhold our assent, even if we perceive the matter in question. 
Hence I assigned the act of judging itself, which consists simply in assenting (i.e. 
in affirmation or denial) to the determination of the will rather than to the percep-
tion of the intellect (AT VIIIB, 363; CSM I, 307).

Judgments are not mere acts of understanding but come about by the cooperation of un-
derstanding and the will. To be precise, making a judgment is an act of the will.
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Allow me to elucidate this with an example. When I happen to turn my attention from 
writing this paper and look outside the balcony window, I gain a sense impression of a tree 
growing next to the railway track. I see that the tree exists and that it has certain qualities, 
such as size, figure and the colour of its leaves (or that it is completely leafless, like now). 
My belief of the existence of the tree is a judgment, which is formed when a sense impres-
sion of a tree is conveyed to my understanding and I accept it to be real and existing by my 
will. Because my will is free and has the independent freedom of choice, I may voluntarily 
also deny said proposition as false (the tree does not exist) or alternatively suspend my judg-
ment on the existence of the tree altogether. If I for example consider that my perception 
of the tree is too dim and obscure, I can decline the judgment that the tree exists (it merely 
is a  telephone pole which I mistake for a  tree). Alternatively, if I  consider that I might 
presently only be dreaming of seeing a tree (and even of writing the paper, perhaps), I can 
wilfully suspend judgment on whether the tree exists or not. As Descartes describes in the 
Principia (I, §VI): “[W]e […] experience within us the kind of freedom [libertatem esse 
expirimur] which enables us always to refrain [abstinere] from believing things which are 
not completely certain and thoroughly examined. Hence we are able to take precautions 
against going wrong on any occasion” (AT VIII 6; CSM I, 194).5

Belief then follows from accepting or alternatively denying a  given proposition. It 
should also be noted that acceptance does not simply mean shrugging one’s shoulder re-
garding the proposition in question. Accepting a proposition conveyed to the understand-
ing means that one truly believes in it (cf. e.g. Williams 2015, 161). However, a question fol-
lows: if my beliefs come from judgments and my judgments are formed by my will, which 
for Descartes is free (no outside force can make me accept the existence of the tree), does 
this mean that according to Descartes I can wilfully believe whatever I want? Even if I very 
well knew I am not dreaming in this instance (say, I perform a test by pinching myself), 
can I nevertheless suspend my judgment on the tree’s existence? Better yet, to have an even 
more radical example, can I believe that there is a warm summer in Finland, even if all my 
senses tell me that it is winter?

2. Direct Voluntarism
Do I then have direct, easy and unproblematic voluntary access to my beliefs? Even so di-
rect, easy and unproblematic that I am capable of believing in any proposition I can think 
of? As an example, let’s say that I find the winter period in Finland completely hostile and 
in order to improve my mood, I decide to believe it is in fact summer. Even though all the 

5  For a more detailed description of the role of willing and judging in Descartes’s philosophy, see e.g. 
Kenny (1998), Rosenthal (1986), Della Rocca (2006), Newman (2008), Shapiro (2008), Kambouchner 
(2008) & Naaman-Zauderer (2010). Schüssler (2013) pays close attention to the role of doxastic vol-
untarism in late-scholastic discussions, especially among the Jesuits, which also motivated Descartes’s 
stance on the issue.


