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According to a common-sense assumption, freedom requires alternate

possibilities: you do something freely only if you have a two-way power

either to do that thing or to refrain from doing it. I argue that Descartes

rejects this assumption in an intriguing way. In his view, clarity compels

assent—i.e. when you perceive something with complete clarity, you cannot

refrain from assenting to it—and yet, he holds, you assent to it freely. How

could this be? The key is to see that clarity is rationally compelling. Clarity

ey does not coerce assent by brute force; rather it provides reason for assent, and

. so you assent irresistibly because you are, to that extent, rational by nature.

ueug;:[[l}g Your rational nature makes you what you are (it constitutes a self), so when

you assent to clarity, rationally and irresistibly, it is an act of self-

determination—and freedom just is the power of self-determination. Clarity

simultaneously compels you and sets you free.
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