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Abstract

Our focus in this article concerns Leibniz’s views on evil. Our goal is to examine which are
the consequences of his conception of moral agency for the moral psychology of the gen-
uinely evil person. For Leibniz, moral failure is an epistemic error since it involves some
false practical judgement. Moral maxims may be represented in blind or symbolic cogni-
tions, but then moral agents can misrepresent the evil consequences of their behaviour.
Finally, we discuss Leibniz’s view on habits that may help virtuous persons strive for per-
fection but also enable evil persons to continue sinning.

Résumé

Dans cet article, nous nous concentrons sur les vues de Leibniz a propos du mal. Notre
objectif est d’examiner quelles sont les conséquences de sa conception de 'agence morale
pour la psychologie morale de la personne véritablement mauvaise. Pour Leibniz, le mal
moral est une erreur épistémique puisqu’il implique un faux jugement pratique. Les maxi-
mes morales peuvent étre représentées par des cognitions aveugles ou symboliques, et par
conséquent, un agent moral peut se tromper dans sa représentation des conséquences
mauvaises de ses décisions. Enfin, nous discutons de la perspective de Leibniz sur les habi-
tudes qui peuvent aider les personnes vertueuses a rechercher la perfection, mais aussi
permettre aux personnes mauvaises de continuer a pécher.

Keywords: Leibniz; deliberation; evil; moral failure; habits; weakness of will

1. Introduction

In his theological writings on evil, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz often emphasizes a
general picture focused on God and creation. According to this approach,
Leibnizian theodicy is founded on the idea that God is a supreme judge who main-
tains harmony. If this harmony is violated by a human being, the view holds, God can
punish her in various ways, ultimately forcing eternal punishment upon the sinful
person. As a rule, Leibniz considers human beings to be sociable creatures, following
a natural instinct of loving one’s fellow human beings and being charitable to them.
Moreover, it is usually thought that Leibniz prefers to discuss good rather than evil
and fails to give a detailed or even plausible account of the nature of sin, the
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2 Dialogue

unfortunate but unavoidable part of God’s creation. And, more importantly, some
features of Leibniz’s moral psychology — his conceptions of how moral agents
make choices — make it difficult to see how genuine sinners do evil to others and
continue sinning. In this article we will show how this is possible in the Leibnizian
framework, and will consider the motivation of these evil persons.

Leibniz believed that it is possible to account for an agent’s choice since the ability
to distinguish between good and evil is not beyond the limits of understanding; as
well, he adheres to the view that volition follows the judgement of the understanding.
But, since he also holds that moral agents act sub specie boni, it is hard to see the
moral origins of evil so as to make the evil agent responsible for her malevolent inten-
tions and actions. In the following sections, we will analyze Leibniz’s conception of
malevolent moral agency from the point of view of his moral psychology.

Leibniz scholarship regarding the problem of weakness of the will often holds that
the philosopher rejects the possibility of true evil decisions within his practical phi-
losophy. According to our reading, however, a better understanding of the
Leibnizian conception of judgement and cognition can shed light on his view on
moral failure that is not as implausible as some interpretations hold. The discursive
nature of moral maxims of human beings requires blind or symbolic cognitions, but
given the nature of these cognitions, a moral agent can misrepresent the evil conse-
quences of her behaviour. Also, the process by which an agent forms her practical
judgements can account for the type of doxastic involuntarism that Leibniz advocates,
but only insofar as this view is complemented with his idea that we have indirect con-
trol over our doxastic attitudes, and therefore they are susceptible to normative eval-
uation. More importantly, the right kind of intellectual habits can turn our moral
judgements into motivations for our actions.

In what follows, we will focus on the general framework concerning Leibniz’s
views on evil in order to point out those features of human nature concerning moti-
vation that give room to the possibility of wrongdoing that combines altruistic as well
as egoistic motives (Section 2); then we will analyze the role of the will and the under-
standing in deliberation (Section 3); and finally, we will explore the consequences of
Leibniz’s views on practical judgement for the moral psychology of the evil person
(Sections 3 and 4), and how vicious patterns of behaviour are formed (Section 5).

2. Moral Agency, Pleasure, and Prudence

As we are interested in the moral psychology of the evil person, it is reasonable to
start with a brief consideration of moral agency.' In this section, we will introduce
the moral truths Leibniz presents in his writings on metaphysics, theology and
natural law, which are supposed to guide the virtuous agent, but which the sinner
has missed. Therefore, this section is to be understood as a brief summary of
Leibniz’s metaphysically motivated moral philosophy that is acknowledged and
accepted by the virtuous person, but ignored or misunderstood by the evil person.>

! On Leibniz’s views on agency in general, see Julia Jorati (2017); Peter Myrdal (2012).
20n Leibniz’s moral philosophy in general, see, for example, Gregory Brown (1995); Jennifer Frey
(2016); Albert Heinekamp (1969); Patrick Riley (1996); Donald Rutherford (1995).
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In his metaphysical and theological texts, Leibniz argues that all men are part of
the Kingdom of Grace or City of God which includes all minds.” In Monadologie,
§88 (1714), he says that the subjects of God, the monarch of such a city, including
human beings, are subject to praise and blame, or rewards or punishments by God
(GP 6, p. 622).* We cannot know God’s reasons as our understanding is finite, but
as he has all of the perfections, he is supremely good. Therefore, we can believe
that he is also a just ruler, and we should love him and act according to his wishes,
following universal jurisprudence.” This is how a wise and virtuous person acts, but as
we will see in Section 4, a genuinely evil person can rebel against God, doubting the
supreme goodness of the world and even start to hate him.

In his jurisprudential writings, such as Elementa juris naturalis (1671),° Leibniz
argues from the point of view of natural law — due to the natural harmony of the
best world (maintained by God), a virtuous person gains her reward from her
good deeds in the form of pleasure, joy, and happiness, while vice leads her to
pain, sorrow, and misery (natural retribution theory). In this way, virtue is one’s
own reward and sorrow one’s own punishment.” However, as God has chosen and
created the best possible world, its structure is such that virtuous deeds are rewarded
and evil ones punished in one way or another, in this life or in the next to come, so in
the end God is the ultimate guarantee that justice is done.®

* See, for example, Principes de la nature et de la grace, fondés en raison (1714), §15, GP 6, p. 605. We
refer to Leibniz’s texts by titles in their original languages, sometimes abbreviating them, in which case the
abbreviation is given the first time the text is mentioned. We also give the year(s) of writing of the text at the
first occurrence. The texts have been published in various editions, of which we use the abbreviations widely
used in Leibniz-scholarship. They are as follows: A refers to the so-called Academy-Edition of Leibniz’s
works, Samtliche Schriften und Briefe, Reihe I-VIII (Leibniz, 1923-), which is still incomplete, but remains
the most prestigious edition of Leibniz’s works. We refer to this edition whenever possible, mentioning first
the series or Reihe, then volume (Band) and page number (for example, A 6, 6, p. 321 refers to page 321 of
the sixth volume of the sixth series of Samtliche Schriften und Briefe). Other editions include Opera omnia
(edited by Louis Dutens, Leibniz, 1768/1990, abbreviation D) and Die philosophischen Schriften 1I-VII
(edited by C. I. Gerhardt, Leibniz 1875-1890/1965, abbreviation GP). When citing Leibniz’s text, we use
available English translations of which we use the following standard abbreviations: AG refers to
Philosophical Essays (edited and translated by Roger Ariew and Daniel Garber, Leibniz 1989), CP to
Confessio philosophi (edited and translated by Robert C. Sleigh, Leibniz 2005), H to Theodicy (edited by
Austin Farrer and translated by E. M. Huggard, Leibniz 1951/1996), L to Philosophical Papers and
Letters (edited and translated by Leroy E. Loemker, Leibniz 1969), R to Political Writings (edited and trans-
lated by Patrick Riley, Leibniz 1988), and RB to New Essays on Human Understanding (edited and trans-
lated by Peter Remnant and Jonathan Bennett, Leibniz 1996). We give a (abbreviated) reference to the
original text after the reference to the English translation. If no English translation is available, the trans-
lation is our own. In some cases, we have modified the English translation, which is mentioned after the
references.

*GP, 6, p. 622. On the problem of evil and theodicy, see Paul Rateau (2019); Lloyd Strickland (2009).

®See Discours de métaphysique (1686; §36, A 6, 4, pp. 1586-1587); Riley (1996, Chapter 1).

¢ We will refer here to the most complete version of the text in A 4, 1, pp. 459-465.

7 See Nouveaux essais 1, ii, §12: “There can be natural rewards and punishments without a lawmaker;
intemperance, for instance, is punished with illness. However, since it does not always do its damage straight
away, I admit that there is hardly any rule which would be unavoidably binding if there were not a God who
leaves no crimes unpunished, no good action unrewarded” (RB & A 6, 6, p. 96). See also Brown (2018,
pp. 629-631); and Leibniz’s Sur la notion commune de la justice, in Wenchao Li (2015, p. 172).

80n this topic, see Monadologie, $88-89 (GP 6, p. 622); Laurence Carlin (2002); Strickland (2009,
pp. 314-315).
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From the point of view of the inner experiences of moral agents, Leibniz argues
that we are instinctively disposed toward pleasure. Joy and sorrow can only be
known by experience through confused cognitions. In Nouveaux essais sur 'entende-
ment humain (henceforth Nouveaux essais) (1704, 1, ii, §1), he says:

(Theophilus) Although it is correct to say that morality has indemonstrable
principles, of which one of the first and most practical is that we should pursue
joy and avoid sorrow, it must be added that that is not a truth which is known
solely from reason, since it is based on inner experience — on confused knowl-
edge; for one only senses what joy and sorrow are. (RB & A 6, 6, p. 88)

Leibniz acknowledges that, although moral principles are innate truths, moral agents
“are not very quick to read the characters of the natural law” (Nouveaux essais 1, ii, §9;
RB & A 6, 6, p. 92, our emphasis). Leibniz contrasts the distinct cognition of moral
principles through characters or signs’ to the confused feelings of joy and sorrow
involved in the moral principles, but explains that these natural feelings can be related
to innate truths, despite the fact that they are perceived confusedly:

That natural feeling is the perception of an innate truth, though very often a con-
fused one as are the experiences of the outer senses. Thus innate truths can be
distinguished from the natural light (which contains only what is distinctly
knowable) as a genus should be distinguished from its species, since innate
truths comprise instincts as well as the natural light. (Nouveaux essais 1, ii, §9;
RB & A 6, 6, p. 94)

In our view, this moral instinct or natural feeling is a sort of aid to reason. More
importantly, while representing the future concerns reason, and happiness is durable
joy, feeling joy concerns the present moment. Our moral life takes place between our
momentary feelings, leading us to act to gain joy or avoid pain here and now, but our
representation of the future involves the understanding, including a distinct represen-
tation of the moral rules through characters or distinct cognitions. Moral instinct or
natural feeling leads not only to affection but also to science and reasoning as one
finds future pleasures in them (Nouveaux essais 1, ii, §3). Both instinct and deliberated
volitions are directed to the apparent good of the individual and consequently, they
are both instances of the moral agent’s appetite or conatus — that is, the will func-
tioning at the level of distinct cognition and instinct at the level of confused
cognition.lo

Humans have an instinctive affection toward other people. In Nouveaux essais 1, ii,
§9, Leibniz says that “Nature instils in man and even in most of the animals an affec-
tion toward the members of their own species.”'" Perhaps an even more revealing

? On symbolic knowledge in moral judgement, see Section 3.1.

19 Gee Markku Roinila (2019).

"'(RB & A 6, 6, p. 93). In addition, there are further instincts that have to do with social relations, such
as affection between male and female, the love of fathers and mothers for their offspring, and others. These,
says Leibniz, make up the natural law, or rather that semblance of law, which the Roman jurists say that
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passage on sociability can be found in Leibniz’s remarks on Anthony Ashley-Cooper,
3™ Earl of Shaftesbury’s (1737-1738/2001) Characteristicks of Men, Manners,
Opinions, Times. He says that Shaftesbury presents

very sound opinions on the nature of virtue and of felicity, showing that the
affections which nature has given us bring us, not only to seek our own good
but also to achieve that of our relations and even of society; and that one is
happy when he acts according to his natural affections. It seems to me that I
could reconcile this quite easily with my language and opinions. In fact, our nat-
ural affections produce our contentment; and the more natural one is, the more
he is led to find pleasure in the good of others, which is the foundation of uni-
versal benevolence, of charity, of justice. (R, p, 198; D, 5, p. 44)

But, as we will discuss in the following section, Leibniz considers cases where this
laudable instinct for virtue is not effective. However, in Elementa juris naturalis,
which we consider an important text on Leibniz’s moral psychology, he argues that
“the sciences of the just and the useful, that is, of the public good and of their own pri-
vate good, are mutually tied up in each other” (L, p. 132; A 6, 1, p. 460, our emphasis).
He also identifies the right reason for our actions with prudence:

Prudence [...] cannot be separated from our own good, and any statement
which contradicts this is empty and foreign to the actual practice of those
who utter it, whatever they may say against it. There is no one who deliberately
does anything except for the sake of his own good, for we seek the good also of
those whom we love for the sake of the pleasure which we ourselves get from
their happiness. (L, p. 134; A 6, 1, p. 461)

This passage shows clearly that Leibniz thinks that we act for our own good. However,
we saw above that he holds that human beings are also sociable. Explaining this con-
flict between selfish and altruistic moral motivations with respect to Leibniz’s concept
of pure or disinterested love is a controversial topic that goes beyond the scope of this
article.'” In what follows, we subscribe to the currently well-established view that
Leibniz supports a form of psychological egoism.

nature has taught to animals. For discussion of these remarks, see Jérémie Griard (2007, pp. 514-515). On
Leibniz’s social thought, see R, pp. 19-22.

'20n the topic, see, for example, Brown (2011); Nicholas Jolley (2005, pp. 180-181). In short, Jolley
argues that selfish motives are always present in deliberation and can be unconscious, while Brown argues
that the correct interpretation of moral motivation in Elementa juris naturalis is that we desire the good of
others because it is for our own good or because it is as if it was our good (Brown, 2011, p. 275). While
Jolley allows various motives and sources of pleasure in deliberation but sees the selfish motives as most
important because one’s appetite always leads to one’s own good, Brown thinks that there can be only
motives that are related to one’s own pleasure, which follows from pleasant things either directly or indi-
rectly (Brown, 2011, pp. 281, 283). The view that Leibniz was a psychological egoist has been criticized by
Frey, but to our minds, she fails to grasp the complex nature of pleasure as a motive for disinterested action
in Elementa juris naturalis and considers it as an early, immature text whereas in later texts his position is
not that of an egoist (Frey, 2016, pp. 622-623).
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Leibniz says repeatedly that virtuous human beings should imitate divinity as far as
possible."> When one succeeds in this task, one feels pleasure, which is a sense of per-
fection (Nouveaux essais 11, xxi, §42). This happens also when we practice disinter-
ested love toward others, which should be understood as our pleasure, which
follows from perceiving an increase in perfection in others. Disinterested love is in
this way related to prudential action, as pleasure is an appetite toward perfection.
Disinterested love and virtuous action — unlike self-interested, calculating motivation
to gain immediate pleasure from a pleasant thing — produces lasting pleasure, which
is happiness (Nouveaux essais II, xx, §3). Therefore, a wise person strives to practice
disinterested love toward the perfection of others and her volitions are directed to find
the good in other people rather than to things that produce immediate pleasure, such
as sensual pleasures."*

In this introduction to Leibniz’s moral philosophy and moral agency, we have
discussed the goals of virtuous, God-loving persons from the point of view of
metaphysics, theology, and natural law. We have considered the principles of
Leibniz’s moral thought and the inner experience of Leibnizian moral agents.
Unlike the virtuous wise, the evil agent misrepresents the good by failing to see
how her reasons to act are related to those moral truths centred on what it is to be
a virtuous person. In what follows, we will analyze moral agency from the point
of view of deliberation and judgement in order to account for the dynamics of
affection and practical norms that govern our moral life, according to Leibniz, and
its implications for moral failure.

3. Moral Failure as Epistemic Error
3.1. Evil and Judgement

The possibility of genuine evil choices and actions seems problematic within Leibniz’s
practical philosophy. Genuine evil decisions require that the agent be fully responsible
for her choices, that is, that she wants X even though she knows or believes that X is
bad. In other words, the evil action must be freely chosen. Even more, she may find
pleasure in her choice. Texts written during his philosophical career attest that
Leibniz endorses the intellectualist traditional view, according to which the intellect
or understanding determines the will; more precisely, volitions follow the judgement
of the intellect. In addition, he also holds that moral agents choose sub specie boni,
that is, an agent chooses X only if she regards X as good, even when X is actually
bad, and correspondingly, these views may imply that evil acts and choices could
only be the result of some ignorance'® or epistemic mistake regarding the judgement
of the understanding.'®

13 See, for example, Principes de la nature et de la grace, fondés en raison, $14 (GP 6, pp 604-605).

' As we will argue in Section 5, this process can be also conceived toward an opposite direction: a sinner
adopts a habit of doing evil, which eventually leads to eternal damnation.

!> Note that the type of ignorance involved does not concern the moral truth itself, since what the evil
choice supposes is that the agent knows what is right, and then Leibniz’s view is different from the view
traditionally ascribed to Plato, according to whom no one does evil knowingly.

'®Jorati argues that Leibniz in his late writings denied the thesis that moral agents can only do what
seems to be best to them; that is, agents sometimes act against their better judgement (Jorati, 2021,
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Furthermore, the idea that a truly evil person can find pleasure in the suffering of
another person seems to be in conflict with Leibniz’s ethics, as discussed above. The
dynamics of affection in our moral life favours disinterested love and lasting joy as the
motivation for our actions. While, according to the traditional conception, moral fail-
ure is seen as a conflict between the cognitive (or intellectual) and the conative
aspects of our mental life (so that it may be the case that an agent has the true judge-
ment that X is bad and simultaneously wants X, as our ordinary experience seems to
support it), it is hard to see how Leibniz could account for this common view.
Alternatively, it may be the case that this is an inaccurate description of our moral
experience.'” For Leibniz, it is a fact that we follow what we believe to be good or bet-
ter than the other available options (Essais de Theodicée sur la bonte de Dieu, la liberté
de P’homme et lorigine du mal; henceforth Theodicée, 1710, 309'%; Nouveaux essais 11,
xxi, §31)."> And, of course, while malevolent choices are such that the agent is
responsible for her evil intentions, Leibniz’s moral views rule out the type of radical
evil involving self-conscious malevolent choices, that is, choosing evil for the sake of
evil.

These remarks seem to conceive of evil choices as involving a discrepancy between
some mental state — such as a belief or judgement of the agent on the moral merits of
an action — and an action that is freely and intentionally contrary to that mental
state. This view, however, seems to be against Leibniz’s commitment to the doctrine
of practical judgements as determining volitions. In an oft-cited passage from the
Theodicée, Leibniz seems to endorse the view, according to which our passions
oppose the practical intellect, so that they can interfere with the decision-making pro-
cess in the sense that the will of an evil moral agent may not follow the true judge-
ment of her intellect. He writes: “Thus the connexion between judgement and will is
not so necessary as one might think” (Theodicée, 311; H, p. 318; GP 6, p. 301).

But, as we shall contend, this reading of the decision-making process described by
Leibniz is inadequate. It is important to notice that Leibniz does not reject the view

p- 4). Moral agents would choose what they are mostly inclined to do but what appears best is not what they
would like to do. However, Jorati introduces a distinction between what agents are strongly inclined to do
and what seems to be best to these agents that depends on a conception of judgement broadly understood.
As we hope to show in this section, Leibniz’s concept of judgement is crucial to understanding his view.
What matters in moral deliberation is forming a practical judgement in the Leibnizian technical sense,
which we will explain below.

17 Interestingly, Robert Imlay explains Leibniz’s view in terms of delusion, since what Leibniz explains is,
in fact, our common-sense belief in weakness of will as a case of self-deception. In other words, according
to Imlay’s reading, it is only the appearance that one has fallen “prey to the temptations of the flesh” as an
attempt to “assuage” one’s feeling of guilt that explains why sinners come to believe what they want to
believe, that is, that the will did not obey the constatations of the intellect in a particular situation. For
Imlay, Leibniz denies weakness of will, as commonly understood (Imlay, 2002).

'® When a number follows immediately after the abbreviation “Theodicée,” we refer to the points of the
work. When we cite Theodicée, we provide the page numbers to the English translation (H) and to the orig-
inal text in GP 6.

19 “generality of men, and as unprejudiced people always have reasoned” (Remarques sur le livre d’origine
du mal, publié depuis peu en Angleterre 1710; H, p. 407; GP 6, p. 407). Of course, this fact is not the only
reason in favour of this moral truth since it follows from the principle of sufficient reason (see, for example,
Discours de métaphysique, $13; § 30, A 6, 4, p. 1546-1549; 1575-1578; Abregé de la controverse reduite a des
argumens en forme, 1710; GP 6, p. 386; Causa Dei, 1710; GP 6, p. 441).
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that the connection between the judgement of understanding and volition is neces-
sary, but only that this necessary connection is the highest of which we can conceive.
From the point of view of the intellect, a free will is one that results from the required
deliberation; the act of the will is contingent (the agent might have chosen otherwise
based on a different judgement), but the will is determined by the understanding,
since it follows “the prevalence of perceptions and reasons” presented by the under-
standing (Nouveaux essais 11, xxi, §8).

The correct interpretation of this prevalence that combines perception and reason
is not obvious. The power of the understanding over the will must be conceived of in
terms of the connection between the judgement of the understanding and the corre-
sponding volition toward what we judge as good or bad. This tendency or endeavour
is volition proper, and the resulting action is voluntary action proper (Nouveaux
essais 11, xxi, §5). But not every tendency to action results from explicit judgement
since they may follow “insensible” perceptions of which we are not aware
(Nouveaux essais 11, xxi, §5). These unconscious inclinations seem to interfere with
the judgement of the intellect. He writes:

As for us, in addition to the judgement of the understanding, of which we have
an express knowledge, it is mingled therewith confused perceptions of the
senses, and these beget passions and even imperceptible inclinations, of which
we are not always aware. These movements often thwart the judgement of the
practical understanding. (Theodicée, 310; H, p. 317; GP 6, p. 300, translation
modified)

So, confused perceptions, insofar as they are the origin of passions and inclinations,
may interfere with deliberation and prevent us from forming the judgement.
Volitions must be distinguished from our awareness of the good of a particular
decision:

But whatever perception one may have of the good, the effort to act in accor-
dance with the judgement, which in my opinion forms the essence of the will,
is distinct from it. Thus, since there is need of time to raise this effort to its cli-
max, it may be suspended, and even changed, by a new perception or inclination
which passes athwart it, which diverts the mind from it, and which even causes it
sometimes to make a contrary judgement. (Theodicée, 311; H, p. 314; GP 6,
pp. 300-301)

Again, the passage suggests that even when the judgement of the understanding pre-
sents something as good (i.e., the truth we already know), the will may not be moved
by the judgement. Indeed, Leibniz identifies volition with the endeavour to act in
accordance with our judgement.

Our volition as the endeavour to action may be suspended or even deflected and
modified by other perceptions and inclinations that can lead us to the opposite judge-
ment. If this mechanism interferes with the right judgement we already know, this
opposite judgement is a false judgement. These two cases — suspending or changing
one’s volitions — may be seen as cases where the connection between the practical

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0012217323000380 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0012217323000380

Leibniz’s Moral Psychology of an Evil Person 9

judgement and the volition is broken in the sense required by the common-sense
view. However, Leibniz also says that these are means by which our mind can resist
“the truth which it knows” (H, p. 314; GP 6, p. 301). One way of resistance may be
such that it presupposes deliberation, and therefore suspension of judgement, as the
source of the suspension of the volition, and the second case involves new perceptions
and inclinations that may result in the judgement that opposes the moral truth the
agent knows, and therefore is false.

Resisting the moral truth the agent knows is then equivalent to not making explicit
that truth in a judgement. Knowledge is a dispositional state, or in Leibniz’s terminol-
ogy, a habit of the understanding, while judging is an act of the understanding
(De totae cogitabilium varietatis complexione, 1685%; A 6, 4, p. 602). So, he can say
in the Theodicée that what determines the will is a clear perception of the best,
and a clear and distinct perception of some truth involves affirming this truth
(310, GP 6, p. 300). Judgement then involves a clear and distinct perception of its rep-
resentational content, which implies asserting or endorsing that content.

But even when confused perceptions that result in unconscious inclinations can
become obstacles to true judgement and corresponding volition, they are only a
part of the explanation. Leibniz adds that the understanding has less influence on
us than our passions and does not move us as much as our passions because discur-
sive thinking mostly involves “pensées sourdes,” or, as he often calls them, cogitationes
caecae or blind cognitions:

Hence it comes that our soul has so many means of resisting the truth which it
knows, and that the passage from mind to heart is so long. Especially is this so
when the understanding to a great extent proceeds only by faint thoughts
[ pensées sourdes], which have only slight power to affect, as I have explained
elsewhere. (Theodicée, 311; H, p. 314, GP 6, p. 301)

According to the passages quoted above, then, practical judgement must be distin-
guished from volitions; while the former asserts the amount of goodness or badness
of something (and therefore it can be true or false), the latter consists of an endeavour
to act in accordance with that content. Moral truths we know can be resisted because
volitions can be suspended while deliberating or changed by new perceptions or incli-
nations, which sometimes can lead to new judgements. Genuine evil choices require
this false judgement since they must be free choices in the sense defined above.
These perceptions and inclinations can be obstacles to the true judgement of the
understanding only because its content is represented in blind thoughts, and there-
fore they do not result in a judgement. The false judgement is not resisted, and the
true judgement is not formed. Leibniz also identifies the judgement with a perception
we have of the good, and then the moral dilemma cannot be identified with an oppo-
sition between perceptions and the intellect. When practical deliberation is involved,
we suspend our judgement and its corresponding volition until we reach a decision
expressed in a judgement.”® Since moral failure requires explicit judgement as to

" Note that Leibniz, unlike the ancient pyrrhonists, identifies suspension of judgement with a state of
doubt. See De affectibus, A 6, 4, p. 1412.
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the good of an action or decision, it is necessary to account for the nature of practical
judgement and the role of the will in judgement, on the one hand, but also the nature
of confused and blind cognitions involved in moral deliberation, on the other hand. If
a judgement is thought in a perception (i.e., I represent or perceive that something is
such and such), one may consider whether an explicit or actual judgement can be
moving. Whether true practical judgements can be resisted in the sense that we do
not actually endorse the propositional content of the judgement (that is, we do not
form the judgement by actualizing the disposition of believing or knowing that prop-
ositional content) or whether judgements can be moving are questions that depend
on the nature of judgement and the role that confused and distinct cognitions play
in deliberation.

3.2. Practical Judgement

Before we can answer those questions, it is important to see whether Leibniz’s con-
sidered view can account for a conceptual distinction between practical judgement
and volition, that is, between judging that X is good and willing X in the sense
that the former refers to certain representational content as its object and the latter
has X as its goal. Judgement has a goal as well, and that is truth (Theodicée, 309);
judgement can have a goal, since it is something we do, and therefore we can say
that it exemplifies epistemic agency. Practical deliberation must give rise to actions,
or at least, intentions, based on practical judgement. An important concern in this
regard is whether or to what extent practical deliberation regarding what to do can
be contrasted to reflecting on what we ought to believe since both are responsive
to reasons.

In his early writings, Leibniz seems to identify thinking that something is good
and willing it (preliminary work for Elementa de mente et corpore, 1669-1670%; A
6, 2, p. 284), but this is a conception that he revises in a later edition of the text.
In the following decade, he identifies practical thinking with deciding or being per-
suaded that p (preliminary work for universal characteristics (1671-1672% A 6, 2,
p. 493)). Elementa verae pietatis, written between 1677 and 1678, may be seen as a
transitional text since although he defines will (voluntas) as the practical thought
(sententia) concerning the good and the bad, he also explains that he does not oppose
the view that the endeavour to act follows the practical judgement perhaps because a
rational decision (voluntas) requires that the will be determined by the practical
judgement (A 6, 4, p. 1361).2! By the end of the decade, in his definitions for De affec-
tibus (1679), he clearly distinguishes the practical judgement or decision (sententia)
from the endeavour to act in accordance with the practical judgement (conatus
agendi), defining the former as the intellection (A 6, 4, p. 1412) or thought from
which the endeavour to act follows (A 6, 4, p. 1410).>* But, in the next decade,
Leibniz will hold that every judgement ( judicium) is followed by an endeavour to

2! See also De postulationibus (1678-1679%; A 6, 4, p. 2820), where Leibniz explains that his definition of
will as opinion and as conatus coincide because the endeavour to act follows the opinion concerning the
good or bad in beings endowed with an intellect.

22 “Sententia” is the noun for the verb “sentire,” which Leibniz defines as deciding (statuere) or thinking
accompanied by will (Elementa juris naturalis, A 6, 1, p. 484). It is a practical thought or thought with an
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act so that the distinction between practical and other types of judgement is blurred
except for the type of representation involved; practical judgements concern what is
good or bad.

In his Enumeratio terminorum simpliciorum (1680-1684/1685?), Leibniz explains
that willing X is tantamount to striving or acting “according to an opinion” (ob
sententiam), which in turn means “because we assert something” (A 6, 4, p. 396).
The mind is never idle (otiosa) in the sense that our thoughts are always united to
some endeavour to act (A 6, 4, p. 395). He also explains that this endeavour may
be greater or lesser the more or less lively or clear the conceptions involved are
and the more efficient the images impeding it are (A 6, 4, p. 395). This account
then is in accordance with his later view, since the endeavour to act is determined
by the conceptual content of the judgement, but, more importantly, this conceptual
content may have different degrees of clearness or liveliness (A 6, 4, p. 395). He also
leaves room for images to play a role in interfering with the endeavour. This is an
account of judgement more generally, and then every judgement that A is B asserts
that A is B, and we are ready to act in accordance with A being B (for example, if we
judge that the stove is hot, we take every precaution not to burn ourselves).”> As he
writes more explicitly in his criticism of Nicolas Malebranche’s conception of
judgement:

It seems that every judgement is a perception with some endeavour to act which,
when it is broken by another endeavour to act, judgement is suspended, unless
we have learned the perceptions must be distinguished from each other, we give
credence to every perception. (1686-1699%; A 6, 4, p. 1809)

Leibniz holds that we give credence to every perception and then, since a judgement is
some kind of perception, we are persuaded by the content represented in the percep-
tion or we suspend our judgement because a different endeavour interferes with our
endorsement. This new endeavour results from a different perception. Again, this is
in accordance with his later view concerning practical judgement. But even if this
account of the evolution of the concept of practical judgement were inaccurate, it
is clear that, for Leibniz, there is not a sharp distinction between practical and
other types of judgement; both are acts of the intellect and both give rise to some
intention.

3.3. Blind Cognitions

Judgements are thought in clear and distinct representations to which we give cre-
dence unless new distinct thoughts put them into question. What distinguishes judg-
ing that A is B from simply entertaining the proposition that A is B is that we endorse
that propositional content, as Leibniz explains, which also implies that we are ready to
act in accordance with that content. In his account of moral failure, Leibniz holds that
the moral truth, according to which the choice or action is morally reprehensible, can

endeavour to act (Elementa verae pietatis; A 6, 4, p. 1361). Also, a sententia is an intellection from which

volition follows (De affectibus; A 6, 4, p. 1412).
2 This is how empirical consecutions or associative connections are formed.
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