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Preface

This volume contains eleven essays on philosophical theories of desire, their 
applications and rhetorical aspects. They move via analysis towards rhetori-
cal literary and metaphysical case studies on Kafka and Hobbes. The final two 
chapters deal with kinky sexual desire and its moral and motivational myster-
ies, first by focusing on BDSM and consensual S/M, and then reading Thomas 
Nagel’s influential article on perversions and their psychological genesis. In 
this way, the chapters display the use of several philosophical strategies, such 
as analysis, criticism, literary interpretation, and rhetorical speculation side by 
side and one after the other, proceeding from modern logical clarity towards 
postmodern suggestiveness. This makes the volume multifaceted and, as I 
hope, polyphonous in a way that is not immediately obvious or trivial. All the 
papers can be read individually, they are self-contained and hence somewhat 
repetitious, which I apologise, but they also display a methodological prog-
ress from relative triviality towards what looks like an interpretative deep end 
where the philosophical ladders do not quite reach the bottom or where phi-
losophy ends. Plato thought that philosophy should lead us up and away from 
the cave, but another way of seeing it is that it leads us to the bottom of the 
cave where all the fundamental secrets lie in eternal gloom and darkness. Plato 
dreams of truths in bright sunlight, which is nice but far too optimistic. In the 
end confusion and mystery prevail and the world, as I see it, covers itself in 
semantic noise, ambiguity, and metaphors as if to avoid the intolerable truth. 
In the end, linguistic tropes rule. When I looked at the essays in this volume in 
toto, I noticed, to my initial surprise, that the key metaphor here is travel. I was 
not planning it that way but when I think of it now I am inclined to say that it 
is a perfectly good one.

The papers here are new and previously unpublished. Exceptions are as fol-
lows: Chapter 10 “Sadomasochistic Desire” originally appeared under the title 
“The Language of Pain: A Philosophical Study of BDSM,” ���� Open 8 (2018), 
1–9, but I have made some significant modifications. I also moved some mate-
rial from that essay to the last one, “Sexual Differences,” which is previously 
unpublished. My third relevant paper on sexuality is “A Philosophical and Rhe-
torical Theory of BDSM,” The Journal of Mind and Behaviour 38 (2017), 53–74. 
The two Kafka essays in this volume belong to a series of four papers, of which 
two are published as “Nowhere to Go, Kafka,” Munich Social Science Review NS 
1 (2018), 91–110, and “Conspiracy Theories as Fiction: Kafka and Sade,” Munich 
Social Science Review NS 2 (2019) (in press). The essay on Hobbes is the origi-
nal version of the paper first published as a Spanish translation: “Dentro del  
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torbellino: Intencionalidad, deseo y felicidad en Thomas Hobbes.” In Natu-
raleza y teoria politica, F. Bertelloni and M.L. Lukac (Eds.). Buenos Aires: Edi-
toria de la Facultad de Filosofia e Letras, Universidad de Buenos Aires, 2018, 
pp. 114–143. For this volume I have modified the original version slightly but 
significantly.

What I have written in this volume is loosely based on some of my published 
essays, namely, “Desire and Happiness,” Homo Oeconomicus 29 (2012), 393–412; 
“An Introduction to Desire,” Homo Oeconomicus 31 (2014), 447–461; and “Narra-
tives of Desire.” In Desire: The Concept and Its Practical Context. T. Airaksinen 
and W.W. Gasparski (Eds.). New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 2016, pp. 3–58. 
See also “Narratives of (Mad) Desire,” Ethics in Progress 4 (2014), 7–17; “Sade, or 
the Scandal of Desire,” Homo Oeconomicus 30 (2013), 369–384; and “Psychology 
of Desire and the Pragmatics of Betterment.” In Pragmatism and Objectivity,  
S. Pihlström (Ed.). London: Routledge, 2017, pp. 223–238.

My long standing interest in desire is an offshoot of my struggles with the 
notions of happiness. I originally toyed with the argument to the effect that 
satisfied desires make, or should make, a person happy. This contrasts with 
the idea that one cannot satisfy a desire de se, like some Buddhists may ar-
gue, which is to say that happiness is an ever delusive notion. Also, a crucial 
moment was when Dr Gerald Doherty (Turku) defined, in personal commu-
nication, de dicto desires as narrative idealizations referring at the same time 
to Jacques Lacan. I do not think he himself ever developed this idea but he 
seemed to take it as an obvious truth. I connected narrativity to the semantics 
of possible worlds, and this is how it began. Another key idea is that desire de 
dicto has a metaphorically and metonymically characterized intentional ob-
ject. One can say that desire has a metonymic structure, as Lacan says; this is 
another way of admitting one never gets what one wants. We get an object that 
is only metonymically connected to what we want.

Acknowledgements: As usual, I am deeply grateful to Professor Heta Gylling 
(Helsinki) for all the help she gave me in the various stages of the project. Pro-
fessor Manfred Holler (Hamburg and Munich) has provided valuable support 
over time. I am grateful to Karri Liikkanen (Helsinki) for his help, now and 
earlier.

Helsinki 4. July 2018
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(f) the possible world where the desired object is located is acceptable 
in toto.

Let me explain. �Rational� means that we are not interested in, say, plain urges 
or addictions; desires are motivated by some reasons that are based on the 
desirability of the desired objects. The basic idea is that I recognize an object, 
consider it attractive, and make a claim to it as if I demanded it. I want to move 
over to a possible world in which my demand is satis��ed. It can happen that 
some objects of desire are initially too vague or ��guratively expressed and this 
must be corrected. The subject must not already possess the desired object, 
and it must be possible to get it. Also, the designated possible world must be 
better than the actual world. If this is not the case, one has no reason to con-
sider that possible world and thus no desire emerges, but it is not enough to 
consider one possible world, and I cannot only consider the object in question 
but I must check what comes along with it, that is, the world. Too much extra 
bad baggage there means that I cannot a�ford to choose the given object, be-
cause it is located in a bad environment. I want to kill Bill but that spells twenty 
years in prison, which is to say that the object of my desire is located in a bad 
possible world. I may then reject the desire or the world. I drop the idea of kill-
ing him; I now want Bill dead or, alternatively, I accept the actual world where 
Bill and I both live. We may say the desire must not be too costly in the possible 
world where its object is located.

Richard Wollheim argues that �[o]ur desires do not generate a possible 
world.� His argument for this is as follows: �Each desire o�fers us, as it were, a 
view through a keyhole, but there is no reason that there should emerge from 
these views of a coherent picture of what lies on the other side of the gate.� 
He compares desire to belief and says the latter, all things considered, forms 
such a coherent picture. But all the (true) beliefs together form the picture of 
this actual world, which is of course also a possible world, too. Desires, on the 
other hand, sketch an aspect of a novel but accessible possible world, which is 
better than this actual world; that is the whole point of desiring. The possible 
world revealed by beliefs may be a coherent totality and in this sense a recon-
struction of what we already have. However, when I desire something and tell 
the full story of its desirability conditions that I expect to be there, I sketch an 
aspect of the world that does not exist. It is a non-actual possible world such 
that the world where the sketch holds true is similar to the actual world in all 
other respects. It is not the actual world because of its novel features but it is 
a whole possible world because it is its novel features plus the remaining fea-
tures of the actual world. In this way, desire constructs its own possible world.� 

�	 R. Wollheim, The Thread of Life. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984, p. 53.

Timo Airaksinen - 978-90-04-41030-5
Downloaded from Brill.com02/25/2020 01:38:34PM

via University of Helsinki



������
���
��: 	��
��
�� 	��
��

<UN>

When I want to drink beer the new world contains me drinking beer and the 
rest remains the same.

Any idea and concept can be employed either as a de��niens or a de��nien-
dum, or as that which explains or that which is to be explained. I may try to say 
something about desire or about something else by means of desire. In the ��rst 
case I am interested in desire per se and in the second case of something else. 
If I am interested in desire, as I happen to be, the de��nition or characteriza-
tion of desire is bound to be long, complicated, and yet incomplete.� Actually, 
it may look like a theory rather than a de��nition. But in the case of desire as 
a de��niens one may be brief � the briefer the better. It all depends on what 
one tries to explain and what kind of explanatory machinery one needs; of 
course, one makes an attempt to use tools that are as simple as possible. For 
instance, Mark Schroeder uses �desire� as a �stipulative abbreviation� that is 
��t to explain his key cases and examples. But he consoles the reader by saying 
that �desires in this technical sense really are desires.�� Minimal features cre-
ate minimal problems but technical stipulations may lose contact with real-
ity. Perhaps for this reason we have so many simplicistic de��nitions of desire, 
some of them too brief and some rather strange. Let me list a random sample 
plus some comments.

Richard Brandt in his �Rational Desires� says, �a person who desires S is in 
a state such that, were he to think of S, S would seem attractive to him� (italics 
in the original). I wonder why he uses a counterfactual construction here. He 
sums up his view as follows: �These two aspects of desire appear to be logically 
distinct: Seeming attractive seems to be somewhat di�ferent from being ready 
to do something if one sees it will produce something else. But psychologically 
I suppose they are connected in a law like manner.�� This is to say, according 
to Brandt, that desires are motives, which I think is not true, and most phi-
losophers today would approve.� Sometimes desire as an explanans is part of 
action explanation, if action is called for, but never as a motive. Of course we 
also have contexts like �Q: Why are you here? A: I wanted to see you,� which 
justi��es what I have done, but this is a di�ferent matter. Anyway, the idea that 

�	 A relevant example is knowledge. My favourite de��nition of knowledge as a de��niendum is 
by M. Swain, Reason and Knowledge. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981, pp. 223, 231. It all 
started from E. Gettier�s challenge and ended in an impasse.

�	 M. Schroeder, Slaves of the Passions. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, p. 9.
�	 R. Brandt, �Rational Desires.� In his Morality, Utilitarianism, and Rights. Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1992, pp. 38�56, p. 42.
�	 A.H. Goldman, Reasons from Within. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009, pp. 7, 87; 

J.M. Russell, �Desires Don�t Cause Actions,� Journal of Mind and Behavior 5 (1984), 
1�10; and T. Schroeder, Three Faces of Desire. New York: Oxford University Press, 2004,  
pp. 16�f.
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the person who desires O is, for that reason alone, also motivated to act on 
one�s desire for O has been quite popular earlier (we will return to this). What 
comes to Brandt�s characterization of desire, I ��nd it too simple to be plausible. 
It indeed spells out a necessary condition of desiring, namely, that one ��nds 
the object desirable but of course it is not su���cient. I read classic car maga-
zines and ��nd most cars attractive so that I could consider myself as owning 
them, but yet I for all kinds of reasons do not desire any of them. Say, the pos-
sible world where I own such a car is alien to me. Moreover, I cannot see why 
Brandt talks about �seeming attractive.� An object is or is not attractive to me 
and thus one cannot make sense of a quali��cation like seeming in this context. 
If an object seems attractive to me it is attractive to me and also the other way 
round. Also, some features of an object may be attractive to me without mak-
ing the object desirable. I see an attractive painting that I do not ��nd desirable 
because I see the painting in a disinterested aesthetic perspective. I may ��nd 
little kids very attractive but I abhor any ascription of desire to our mutual exis-
tence. Desirability means attractiveness in a special way that is open to desire.�

Allan Gibbard says, �What�s desirable, we can say, is what one ought to de-
sire,� when �ought� here is what he calls the �basic normative ought.� Such 
ought is at work when we consider what we ought to believe given some posi-
tive and negative evidence.� The question about the nature of desirability is 
as important as it is di���cult. Think of it in the past tense: �I ought to have 
believed he is a crook,� when the relevant evidence was there but I refused to 
believe what it entails. However, it does not make sense to say, �I ought to have 
desired it,� when I failed to desire something I had found desirable. Belief and 
desire behave di�ferently here. Evidence forces belief and we should accept 
that, if we are rational. When I see you I must believe you are there. If counter-
evidence is present I ought to handle it properly. Nothing similar can be said 
of desirability and desire. Desirability does not force desire because it only al-
lows for desire. We can say, �I ought to have chosen it,� if my utility calculations 
indicate it is so. But it does not make sense to say �I ought to have desired it.� 
Considering desirability, the normal strategy is to pass them by. You recognize 
a desirable object and you pass it by without normative consequences. Given 
that an ought is at work, this is impossible. Think of belief: if I accept some 
evidence I ought to formulate a corresponding belief. If I do not, I am irrational 

�	 For a Renaissance notion of desirability, see M. Mertens, Magic and Memory in Giordano 
Bruno. Leiden: Brill, 2018, p. 175. Mertens discusses Ficino and the idea of binding: certain 
perceptions bind us to the objects, that is, we ��nd them desirable. Desirability is a bond 
between an object and the perceiver.

 	 A. Gibbard, Meaning and Normativity. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012, p. 14.
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and that is a negative characterization and an unfavorable evaluation. Desir-
ability is a prima facie invitation to explore the situation further in order to 
see whether you desire the intentional object in question. You start from its 
desirability and you narrate the case; ��nally you watch your desire to emerge 
or fail to emerge. In this sense desire generation is not an act but rather like 
a spontaneous mental event. Desirability is prima facie invitation to explore, 
and that entails permission. Therefore, evidence forces belief, which is a two 
place relation; desirability considerations do not force desire because a third 
variable is needed here, which indicates a three place relation: subject, desir-
ability, and desire. I desire ice cream not only because it tastes good, which is 
its desirability condition, but because all people around me eat ice cream.

Desirability is a problematic notion, though. Think of the following de-
sire and its motivation, when motivation is based on desirability conditions:  
�I want to hurt people because I do not want they hurt me.� First we need to 
eliminate the second reference to wanting, for instance, by saying hurting is 
bad. Now we have an inconsistent looking sentence: �I want to hurt because 
hurting is bad.� Perhaps the person wants to say: �I hurt people so they cannot 
hurt me,� which sounds like an implausible strategy. If we accept it, the origi-
nal picture of the desire changes accordingly: what I really want is not to get 
hurt and, thus, hurting others is just my instrumental desire or need. Another 
strategy is to ��nd a set of mediating propositions between �I want to hurt� and 
�Hurting is bad.� One can imagine that the mediation will prove to be complex 
and controversial and also that the person herself may not have much to say 
about it. Perhaps it has something to do with childhood traumas. I suspect 
such cases have given some psychologists and psychiatrists a motive to speak 
about unconscious motivation. Anyway, my basic idea is that the gap between 
a desire and its desirability conditions must be spelled out by means of a nar-
rative that concerns the details of the case. Our motives tend to be deeper and 
more complicated than they ��rst appear. Another lesson, as we saw, is that 
when we spell out the desirability conditions in full, our picture of the inten-
tional object may change, too. What looked like the object appears as a gram-
matical construct that hides the psychological topics we need to discuss. The 
object disappears and a topic of desire appears in its place. We can ask, when I 
desire an object, what do I desire?

Graham Oddie puts his point in an impressively exact manner: �Goodness 
=df that property X such that, necessarily for any state P whatsoever, if one 
believes [�] that P has X, then one desires that P.�� This is to say, if I believe 
an object is good, I also desire it. However, if an object is good it is, therefore, 

�	 G. Oddie, Value, Reality, and Desire. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 13.
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intrinsically desirable, but I do not desire all desirable objects, as I already ar-
gued above. If desire is a mental state or episode, to desire all that is desirable 
must be an overwhelming task; it de��es all the laws of cognitive economy. To 
kill Bill is a desirable idea to me. I can kill Bill in two di�ferent possible worlds, 
in the ��rst one with no risk, and in the second with the risk of dying myself. It 
is misleading to say I want to kill Bill in both worlds just because the idea of 
killing Bill sounds so good. In the theory of desire, one must make a clear dis-
tinction between desire and desirability. For instance, many desirable things 
are impossible to get and, hence, you cannot desire them.

The simplest possible desire theory comes from Brian Loar: �I shall use �de-
sire� and �want� interchangeably for the general pro-attitude.� He continues: 
�The contents of desire are a matter of their potential interaction with certain 
beliefs leading to decisions.�� Here again we ��nd a confusion between desire 
and desirability, or pro-attitude. Actually, I may have a pro-attitude towards 
something I do not ��nd desirable. Moreover, most of our pro-attitudes have 
nothing to do with our decision making. My son introduces his new girlfriend 
whom I instantly like but I have no power to make any decisions in this situa-
tion. Loar�s idea resembles Brandt�s de��nition. Michael Smith�s de��nition is as 
follows, �desires [are] states that represent how the world is to be.��� This fo-
cuses on the thesis of di�ferent directionalities of desire and belief, which says 
that desire determines a possible world and the actual world determines be-
lief. In other words, when I say I desire something I hope the world will change 
accordingly. I may say, �I want you to do X� and thus I issue a command to you 
to change the world so that X. In this sense desire is an immodest propositional 
attitude. Smith also is sympathetic to the dispositional model of desire, that is, 
if I desire to act I am disposed to act accordingly, given that my beliefs concern-
ing the relevant circumstance are correct.�� To put it simply, desire indicates 
a disposition to act. But this idea applies only to desires that one may label 
actionist. Many, or most, desires are not actionist in the sense that they do not 
mention action. For instance, John desires that Mary loves him vs. John wants 
to make Mary love him. Desires of the type �I want to act� are a special case. 
The source of the overemphasis on the actionist cases seems to be Elizabeth 
Anscombe�s idea, so elegantly formulated, �The primitive sign of wanting is 
trying to get.��� Yes indeed, one may add, if one has something to get. I ��nd it 

�	 B. Loar, Mind and Meaning. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981, p. 87.
��	 M. Smith, The Moral Problem. Oxford: Blackwell, 1994, pp. 7, 9, 116. This book has been 

quite in��uential.
��	 Smith, 1994, p. 113.
��	 E. Anscombe, Intention. Ithaca, NY: Cornel University Press, 1963, p. 1. See G.E. Schueler, 

Desire. Cambridge, MA: �
� Press, 1995, pp. 1�f.
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strange that so many writers on rational action explanation use such an idea 
of desire; for instance, Richard Holton, �Desire in the sense we are after is a 
state that preoccupies an agent�s attention with an urge to perform a certain 
action.��� Holton gives the reader an ad hoc de��nition of desire tailor made to 
serve action explanation, but then he needs a desire in a special sense. When 
a gourmand says, �I want that dish,� we cannot infer what he may do in order 
to get it, perhaps nothing. So, the problem is that an expression of desire may 
leave the relevant action ambiguous, or the very possibility of action is uncer-
tain. In some cases action is impossible: �I want that you forget what I did.�  
I may do something that is somehow relevant to the case, like pleading her or 
confusing her, but it is not quite like the action that I have in mind, namely, an 
act that makes her to forget. No such action exists.

Here is a simple argument against the idea that desires logically entail ac-
tions. I say, I want that I do not act, when I could act ceteris paribus. I may 
desire that I do not act, not in the sense of an omission that may itself be an 
action, but in the sense of bypassing all considerations of action. Action is then 
out of the question. This argument works also in those cases where one says 
that a non-actionist context excludes desire and calls for wish or hope. I do not 
think this is so but it of course is a possible standpoint. I say, I want her to want 
me, implying that I cannot directly, do anything about it. You may say, then you 
only wish or hope that she will want you. My ��rst argument is immune to this 
caveat.

What about the dispositional theory of desire? This theory says desire logi-
cally entails the desiring agent�s disposition to react by acting, if he could, in 
order to secure the subjectively desirable change of the world. A lover would 
act if he could in order to get the partner he wants. He cannot act but still it 
is true that he would if he could. Such a disposition is said to be a mark of the 
mental state properly called a desire. I cannot actively better my situation in 
the life-boat on the ocean but of course I am disposed to do so � if I could. The 
counterfactual here is true. Obviously desire and disposition to act are closely 
connected. Yet it is easy to show that this is not a necessary connection. Sup-
pose you desire a change of the world such that its voluntary production is, for 
you, impossible either factually or normatively. In such a case it is irrational 
to want it in the dispositional sense. Suppose I want Bill dead. That does not 
imply I am disposed to kill him, if I believe that killing is wrong and I am a 
moral person. A young man wants to be a soccer star but he is too lazy to prac-
tice; hence, he is not disposed to act in terms of his desire. If he thinks he is a 
natural soccer star he has a reason that backs up his desire without allowing 

��	 R. Holton, Willing, Wanting, Waiting. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2011, p. 102.
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for any disposition to act. Suppose I want Bill dead but I have no disposition to 
kill him because I think I am no killer. Under no conditions would I kill him, or 
act with the intention to kill him or otherwise facilitate the relevant change of 
the world. I am not disposed to do so even if I want him dead; I have my good 
reasons for my omission. Of course someone may argue that I as a desiring 
person I am disposed to act regardless of the relevant impossibility, namely, 
in the following sense: suppose it were not impossible and then I would be 
disposed to act. This is too far-fetched to be plausible. The basic point is, I am 
not a person who kills and that is why I am not disposed to kill even if I desire 
him dead. The dispositional theory supposes that desire rests on a two place 
relation S � O, which is not true.

In this book I am interested in desire qua desire, or desire independently of 
action explanation. Human existence is so much more that action and hence 
desire as an explanandum should be taken seriously. William James puts it 
well: if the satisfaction of a desire, or obtaining its intentional object, is depen-
dent on action, the mental state is called the will.�� Given that I want to kill Bill, 
I can say it is my will to kill Bill: this usage does not seem to exist today in the 
relevant literature, which is a pity.

Nomy Arpaly and Timothy Schroeder famously promote a reward theory 
of desire: �[T]o have an intrinsic desire regarding it being the case that P is to 
constitute P as a reward,� when aversions indicate punishment.�� This only says 
that if I desire P, P must be a reward, which is to say that the only way an object 
can be desirable is to be seen as a reward. Therefore, here we meet another 
theory of desirability in disguise. To say whatever is desired must be rewarding, 
sounds like a prima facie plausible idea. Of course, a reward is not something 
like a social prize but some kind of subjective positive experience that tends to 
make me want more of it � but this sounds circular: if something is desirable it 
is rewarding, but only those things are rewarding that are desirable. There are 
desirable and undesirable rewards. I can imagine rewards that I ��nd undesir-
able all things considered. I may ��nd sexual voyeurism personally rewarding 
in the sense that I want more of the same; perhaps I feel like a potent predator 
and at the same time I shun from it. I may ��nd it fearful and repulsive to ��nd it 
rewarding. Voyeurism is rewarding to certain people, I know it is, but it also is 
too costly, or I may not ��nd it ��t for me as a person. If it is not, one�s voyeuris-
tic desire does not seem to be based on rewards. A good example is revenge.  

��	 W. James, Psychology, Vol. 

. New York: Dover, 1890/1950, p. 486.
��	 N. Arpaly and T. Schroeder, In Praise of Desire. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014, 

p.� 128. This point is originally made in Schroeder, 2004. I feel uneasy about the idea of 
punishment. How can avoidance indicate punishment in any sense of the term?
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I consider personal revenge, and to get it is typically deeply rewarding; yet, I 
refuse to see it as a desirable strategy because I know revenge is unethical and 
I am an ethical person. Hence, Schroeder�s idea looks dubious: I may ��nd a 
reward repulsive, and yet I want it; if I want it its desirability conditions must 
be found elsewhere.

In what follows, I will work under the assumption that whatever is attractive 
may also be desirable, and many types of attractive things exist. An attractive 
object pulls me towards it. Finally, it seems that the reward theory focuses on 
actions, which I said above is not a valid idea. Normally we think that some 
actions deserve their reward. Reward entails merit. If I get something from 
you, without my own e�fort, merit, or desert, I may be happy but where is the 
reward? Many desires are desires to get the object without personal e�fort. In 
a non-actionist context the idea of reward does not seem that attractive. One 
��nal point: instead of reward, we should talk about expected reward. Desires 
are often connected with time consuming projects where rewards are endless-
ly delayed. If my desire stays alive it must be for other reasons than expected 
rewards. I try to learn French pronunciation, which I know is endlessly frustrat-
ing. Where is my reward now?

Let us next take a peek on empirical psychology in order to see how psy-
chologists may understand desire. Here is an example: desire is de��ned �as 
those wants and urges that are intricately linked to motivation, pleasure, and 
rewards.��� Like Schroeder�s de��nition this mentions rewards. However, as I 
said above, most philosophers do not like to link desire directly to motivation 
of action. The main problem, however, is that wants and urges are desires or at 
least so closely related to desire that the de��nition now becomes patently cir-
cular. The authors also say desires they are mostly interested in are appetitive 
desires, and they seem to mean desires that aim at some desirable object. This 
is the pull theory of desire based on the idea that the desiring person gravitates 
towards some desirable objects, or desire is based on reasons that motivate it. 
The opposite theory is a push theory that is normally understood as a natu-
ralistic causal theory: some physiological states called drives push us towards 
certain objects that are believed to extinguish them.�� No reasons are men-
tioned here. Such push-desires aim at their objects that signify the return of 
physiological equilibrium or status quo, which also can be seen as pleasure.�� 

��	 W. Hofmann and L.F. Nordgren, �Introduction.� In their (Eds.) The Psychology of Desire. 
New York: Guilford Press, 2015, pp. 1�14, p. 5.

� 	 See B. Russell, The Analysis of Mind. London: Allen & Unwin, 1921; and Schueler, 1995,  
p. 16.

��	 S. Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Tr. J. Strachey. New York: Norton, 1921/1961, pp. 3�4.
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In this sense, desire entails a speci��c physical and, hence, mental disturbance, 
which can be understood as a lack or a consequence of an experienced lack. 
Pull theories do not presuppose such a disturbance although some theorists 
have assumed otherwise, perhaps under Platonic in��uence. Push and pull the-
ories must not be con��ated.

Finally, let me mention a strange new de��nition of desire, which �concerns 
the various things one would like to have or to do even if it is impossible.� The 
��rst part is typical of such short characterizations of desire and hence I need 
not comment on it, but the last part is truly strange. What could it possibly 
mean to argue that the intentional objects of desire are impossible to get?�� 
What does it mean that I want to be the richest man of the world now; I may 
entertain this idea but that is all. I can say I wish I were rich, but then I use a 
counterfactual formulation. Of course, some varieties of desire, like longing, 
happily take an impossible object, as in �I long for my lost youthful vigor.� Or, �I 
wish Bill would not be here,� when he already is present, but here again we are 
dealing with a counterfactual possibility. If an object is believed to be impos-
sible to get, we must ��rst ask whether this impossibility is a logical or practi-
cal problem. In both cases, one cannot keep it as the object of one�s desire. 
But if the problem is practical, we may still wish. If it is a logical impossibility, 
we cannot even wish for success. Thomas Hobbes wanted to square the circle; 
had he understood the self-contradictory nature of his e�forts he should have 
dropped the project and quit thinking of it.

Now, one cannot desire objects one believes to be impossible or non-
existent, or if they exist, impossible to get. I cannot desire my youthful years 
back. I cannot want to see a centaur. These objects do not exist. I cannot desire 
that President Trump would serve me tea each morning from now on. I believe 
that it is a practically impossible scenario. I have no chance here and to en-
tertain the idea is wishful thinking or daydreaming. Of course one can de��ne 
desire so broadly that it includes such items as daydreaming and irrational de-
sires but I cannot see why we should do so.

It is easy to confuse wish, hope, and desire. About hope, I want to use �hope� 
mainly in the following context: Desire logically entails hope � I cannot de-
sire an object that I already have or that I cannot have. And hope entails de-
sire. Thus, when I desire or even act according to my desire, I also hope to 
have or get it. Of course, I can say, for instance, �I hope to see you tomorrow,� 
but then I want to see you and I hope that this will be the case tomorrow. If I 
wish, I may have no hope and therefore no desire: �I wish I were younger,� All 
this is controversial and my view is partly stipulative, of course. But we need 

��	 F. Grammont, �Introduction.� In Naturalizing Intention in Action, F. Grammont et al. (Eds.). 
Cambridge, MA: �
� Press, pp. 1�17, p. 9.
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to standardize the use of these concepts for theoretical and argumentative 
purposes.��

Concerning rational desire, Brandt�s idea in his above mentioned paper 
looks attractive: A desire is rational if no amount of additional information can 
change and correct it; otherwise it is irrational.�� This is end-state rationality 
meaning a situation in which all our relevant reasoning and information gath-
ering is already done. However, a more natural way of thinking here is process 
rationality: A desire is rational if and only if it responds to new information 
in a positive manner, that is, becomes better adapted to its environment of 
beliefs, values, and other desires. If it does not respond at all, it can be called 
obsessive-compulsive. If it responds only partially and too reluctantly, it is de-
fective. Brand�s theory looks obviously wrong if you look at it from the process 
point of view: ��xed desires are indeed obsessive-compulsive. One may view 
the theory from the end state perspective and then it looks better. It says, if 
you cannot ��x your desire it must be irrational. If any new thought makes a 
woman endlessly vacillate between her desires to marry her ��ancé or leave 
him, her desire is in bad shape, that is, irrational. Obviously, we can approach 
the problem of rationality in two mutually incompatible directions. Another 
well-known way to understand rational desire is to ask whether I desire my 
desire or not. I want to smoke but I do not want to want to smoke, hence my 
desire is irrational. I want to be a good father and ��nd no reasons against it, so 
my desire is rational.��

	 Two Types of Desire

Historically speaking, desire was an emotion, feeling, or passion of the soul, of 
which the paradigmatic type is love. Anthony Kenny says, �Aristotle, Aquinas, 
Descartes, and Hume all included desire among the passions of the soul.��� 
Love indeed is a perfect combination of desire and emotion, but I love what I 
already have, which is an anomaly. Normally we desire what we could but do 
not have, but I cannot love what I do not have. However, love is loaded with 
emotion and feeling. Moreover, when you say you love him, you express your 

��	 See T. Pataki, Wish-ful��lment in Philosophy and Psychoanalysis. London: Routledge, 2014.
��	 Brandt, 1992.
��	 See C. Norris, �Frankfurt on Second-Order Desires and the Concept of a Person,� Prole-

gomena 9 (2010), 199�242.
��	 N.E. Lombardo, The Logic of Desire: Aquinas on Emotion. Washington, DC: Catholic Uni-

versity of America Press, 2011, p. 8; and A. Kenny, Action, Emotion, and the Will. London: 
Routledge, Kegan & Paul, 1969, p. 100. However, the case of Aristotle is quite complicated; 
see G. Pearson, Aristotle on Desire. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012.
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desire but you do not specify the object, or what you want. Proper, virtuous 
love does not want anything, does not demand anything, or seek personal sat-
isfaction � desire does all that when it is considered as a propositional attitude. 
Think of sexual love. Sexual love wants sex, and that is why it di�fers from virtu-
ous love that wants nothing. Yet, virtuous love entails desire, pure benevolent 
objectless desire that is like a feeling or emotion. It does not want anything. 
Yearning and longing are good examples, too. Both of them contain object-
less desire. I long for something better in my life without knowing what it is. 
Here desire blends with feeling, or a feeling that something better should come 
about. When I long for something it cannot be said that I want something. This 
is to say, the modern discussion of desire as want is one sided. Let me take a 
historical example, Thomas Aquinas. Nicholas Lombardo writes, �Desire is a 
movement towards a good, while love is an inclination or a kind of compla-
cency, and, as such, the principle of pleasure and the rest of passions.� Next, �It 
is di���cult to imagine how love�s intentional object might be de��ned without 
compromising love�s status as a distinct and elemental passion. Only for love 
and hatred does Aquinas avoid any clari��cation of the nature of the inten-
tional object vis-à-vis presence and absence.� According to Lombardo, Aquinas 
fails to specify �exactly how love is di�ferent from desire.���

Above I have sketched some basic ideas of desire as a propositional attitude 
that has its intentional object and whose desirability conditions are subject to 
their own motivational considerations. However, a di�ferent, Platonist context 
exists, where desire is a universal notion or a principle that lives its own life 
regardless of its instances. It is like the idea or form of desire as such and its 
role in human life and existence is far more fundamental compared to par-
ticular petty propositional desires. For instance, male desire as a phallic idea is 
not just a collection of propositional desires that happen to bother some men. 
Male desire is a universal principle of man and malehood and is only imper-
fectly or partially re��ected in men�s life understood as male life. Like in Plato�s 
cave, men live a life determined by their propositional desires at the same time 
failing to understand that this is not what de��nes them. That is done by male 
desire and its phallic references. In Hegelian terms, men are alienated from 
their essence. Such a philosophical theory may sound dubious but in actual 
fact the concept of desire is still used in a way that corresponds with the Pla-
tonic usage.

��	 Lombardo, 2011, pp. 58�59, 61. Edmund Burke writes: �curiosity is the most super��cial of 
all the a�fections; it changes its object perpetually; it has an appetite that is very sharp, but 
very easily satis��ed.� In his The Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful. Ed. P. 
Guyer. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1757/2015, p. 27.
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In an analytical perspective, desire is a propositional attitude. Its paradig-
matic form is �Subject S desires that P,� when P speci��es the intentional object 
O of S�s desire. When P occurs and S obtains O we say the relevant desire is 
satis��ed and, as we may add, S is grati��ed. S got what she wanted. In this sense 
one can say that desire tracks satisfaction. In the same way, belief tracks truth, 
and therefore, G.E. Moore�s famous �The cat is on the mat but I do not believe 
it� sounds so paradoxical. Also, desire is synonymous with want; or �I want P� 
and �I desire P� are synonymous: they are connected with the idea of motiva-
tion in the sense that both are conative states or episodes that focus on a goal 
or an object that one ��nds desirable in a suitable, non-actual possible world, 
which means a world the subject may actually reach. Such a possible world is 
accessible when the idea of accessibility can be operationalized by saying one 
knows what, realistically speaking, will realize the new possible world. Some-
times our own actions may do it, sometimes not. Mere wishes and day-dreams 
are then another thing. They do not depend on any considerations of realism.

I hope this view of desire may sound convincing but, as I said above, we also 
can ��nd an alternative characterization of desire. From the analytical point of 
view, its existence is dubious, but this is no reason to reject the idea. What I 
am saying is that desire is desire but the two contexts of the use of �desire� are 
radically di�ferent.�� Let me illustrate this by means of two quotations from a 
popular philosophical text:

Freud argued that the female homosexual is a woman with a man�s desire 
for a woman-phallus.

This sounds grammatically correct and thus prima facie familiar. Regardless 
of what it means, one can see that woman�s intentional object of desire is a 
woman-phallus. So far so good, but then we ��nd something new and disturb-
ing (my italics):

Irigaray calls for a more adequate treatment of female narcissism, which 
psychoanalysis undermines by repressing the woman�s perspective in the 
imaging and symbolizing of her sexuality. Irigaray deconstructs phallo-
centric desire by replacing the single male organ with multiple female sex 

��	 Think of G. Doherty�s book title Pathologies of Desire (New York: Lang, 2008) and its sub-
title, The Vicissitudes of the Self in James Joyce�s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Its 
index does not mention �desire.� The question is, in what sense does Doherty mean desire 
here? Whatever the sense is, it is based on the literary uses of the term.
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organs, and in this way addresses a female auto-homo-erotic desire not 
mediated by phallic intervention.��

In this second quotation �desire� is used in a new context. The question is, can 
we reduce phallocentric and auto-homo-erotic desire back to some oratio rec-
ta reports of propositional mental states and episodes called desire? I suggest 
this is not the case, which is to say that the second, Platonic way of using the 
concept of desire is both plausible and interesting. I am not saying that the 
reduction is always impossible; on the contrary, sometimes it is possible and 
such cases open up new vistas on desire and its objects. As I said above, we 
can distinguish between conatively based desire, which makes want and desire 
synonymous, and feeling based desire that de��es this synonymy. Let me illus-
trate. Prison as a social environment is infused with desire. Inmates, guards, 
and visitors wallow in an emotional whirlwind that oscillates between apathy 
and passion, hopelessness and hope, calm and anger etc. All this entails desire 
that is not reducible to individual wants. It is related to shared and culturally 
construed feelings as a frame of mind (I use feeling, in spite of its obvious inad-
equacy, but I cannot ��nd a better term) that penetrate the whole social world 
that is prison.

Think of a football stadium just before the start of the match, or a boxing 
arena. All the spectators pack in to share the feeling and participate in col-
lectively shared desire. What desire? The desire to win and conquer is evident 
but equally well the desire to be there and share the multiple, complex desires 
that one can feel but not conceptualize. We desire to share the desire, which is 
then objectless. I want to be there, that is all I want; what is the object of this 
desire? It is �to be there,� which is not an object but a feeling and an ever so 
ambiguous state of social existence, an altered state of mind and new normal. 
It is not an object of desire but desire itself coming into being, or desire in 
��esh, the essence of being there. Of course, this kind of desire is never satis-
��ed, it is not satis��able at all. Of course it does not track satisfaction; on the 
contrary, it feeds itself until it collapses to apathy and then returns with ven-
geance. It is then stronger than ever wanting more of the same, not any object 
but itself as that special desire and its associated feeling.�� Football riots in 
England and elsewhere are a good example of the collective frustration that  
follows.

My last example is hospital, although school would be almost the same. 
What we have in a hospital is desire as quiet desperation and exaggerated 
hope, which means desire to get out of there � by the patients of course. For 

��	 S. Phoca and R. Wright, Introduction to Postfeminism. Cambridge: Icon Books, 1999, p. 109.
� 	 S. Shepard, Seven Plays. New York: The Dial Press, 2005, �Tongues,� p. 310.
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the sta�f the same environment is diametrically opposite, but let us focus on 
the patients. Their desire cannot be reduced to individual desires and their in-
tentional objects. They want to be healthy, that is true, they all want to be pain-
less, some want to die, etc., but I am not talking about that. I am talking about 
an environment where desire rules as a kind of feeling of hope and hopeless-
ness, in this case as an expression of all that is undesirable; in the same way a 
prison works as a social frame. The desire in question is �Let me out of here,�  
�I wish I were somewhere else� or �I�d love to be somewhere else� or perhaps 
most accurately �I�d rather be anywhere else.� They all hate the desire they 
share. Formally, this is desire to get away from the desire. In the sport stadium 
scene the same is expressed by �This is what I love, let it stay forever like this.� 
The feeling we now understand as desire is objectless as it concentrates ��rst on 
the situation and ultimately on itself. Or, as Jacques Lacan puts it,

The enigmas that desire seems to pose for a �natural philosophy� � its 
frenzy miming the abyss of the in��nite, the secret collusion with which 
it envelopes the pleasure of knowing and of joyful domination, these 
amount to nothing more than the derangement of the instinct that 
comes from being caught on the rails � eternally stretching forth towards 
desire for something else � of metonymy. Hence its perverse ��xation at 
the very suspension point of the signifying change [�] There is no other 
way to conceive the indestructibility of unconscious desire.��

All this relates to an aspect of desire already known to Plato, that is, desire is 
unsatis��able and always demands more. Or perhaps we want to read it as fol-
lows: Every instance of desire is satis��able as such but desire itself is not � it 
has nothing to do with satisfaction because what it wants is more, ��rst more 
of the same and then of something else. In that way desire is scary and anxiety 
ridden so that we want to control and even prevent it as much as we can.�� But 
notice, to prevent all desires distributively is a di�ferent project from eliminat-
ing desire itself. One can still act on particular desires after desire is eliminated 
from one�s life. Someone can say �I want to go to bed early,� in which case his 
desire is part of the explanation of his action; at the same time we can say in 
his life desire plays no role, which happens in the life of, say, a Buddhist guru. 
Desire can be eliminated unlike the e�fects of desires.

The main example of desire is sexual desire but others can also be men-
tioned, for instance hatred and revengefulness in addition to many violent 

��	 Quoted in A. Lemaire, Jacques Lacan. London: Routledge, 1991, p. 195.
��	 See about how to minimize desire, G. Agamben, The Highest Poverty: Monastic Rules and 

Form-of-Life. Tr. A. Kotsko. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013.
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urges.�� The analytical idea of desire fails to explain this; on the contrary, sat-
isfaction of desire looks like a simple fact. I want ice-cream and I get it, which 
satis��es my desire. I want to kill Bill � why would I want to kill other people? 
How about hoarding desire?�� I want stu�f and then more until I drown in it, 
but the more I su�fer from this mania the more stu�f I want. It is easy to dismiss 
this as irrational behavior. It may be irrational but it is also real. Think of a hos-
pital without desire. Sam Shepard puts all this into a wonderful literary form 
when he writes about unsatis��able and ever increasing desire, �When it comes 
back there�ll be nothing left but the hunger eating the hunger when it comes 
back. [�] Nothing left but the hunger.��� Here, analytically speaking, the ob-
ject of desire is the desire itself understood in a self-referential manner. Desire 
that desires itself is unstoppable even in those cases where desire is something 
negative like it is in a prison and a hospital. Even there, desire desires itself or 
feeds on itself. It is eternal and self-perpetuating.

I have used some mid-sized social frames as examples above, but what I 
said can now be said of individual cases as well. I love to be where I am now 
and I desire what I have; analytically, I cannot desire to be here now because 
I already am here. Yet, my desire is evident and unquestionable. I say I love 
the place. The explanation is, I want something one cannot conceptualize as 
an intentional object and that is why this something is not an object and, ac-
cordingly, my desire is no desire, or it is another kind of desire. The key to this 
mystery is feeling-for-here-and-now, or what we simply call feeling. I do not 
want as there is nothing to want but still I desire in the sense that I feel it all at 
the emotional level of my being.

Now, more analytically, we can dub this kind of desire that is not reduc-
ible to propositional attitudes feeling desire or for short f-desire, in contrast to 
propositional desires or p-desires. F-desires have their own properties, namely, 
they are typically but not necessarily shared, they stay unsatis��able, and most 
of all they are self-focused and self-perpetuating, as if their intentional object 
or goal were the desire itself. Think of an expression like �male desire,� which 
as an f-desire is not the sum total of men�s p-desires. On the contrary, it is like 
an oration obliqua report on the male attitude towards male life understood 
as lust and striving after sex or whatever might work as if it were sex. Notice 
here the circularity, which replaces the linear drive towards the intentional ob-
ject. Male desire is man�s life as if constituted of, say, sex and violence, now 

��	 See E. Berkowitz, Sex and Punishment. London: Westbourne Press, 2013.
��	 See R.O. Frost and G. Steketee, Compulsive Hoarding and the Meaning of Things. Boston: 

Mariner Books, 2011.
��	 Shepard, 2005, p. 310.
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understood as topics and ��elds of desire where the relevant feelings roam. And 
part of this desire is that man wants to be man because this desire actually con-
stitutes him. All f-desires are circular in the sense that they, as desires, focus on 
desire itself, which is natural if you think that f-desire means feeling for what 
there is, really or in imagination. These feelings are not directed towards some 
better possible words as p-feelings always are here-and-now. Hence, male de-
sire understood as an f-desire is what men, as reported by others, desire as a 
feeling of the typical enjoyment of what they already have. Male desire is never 
what man reports oration recta. When I visit a hospital, prison, or a sports sta-
dium I feel and share the relevant f-desire but then it is not my desire in the 
sense p-desire is, or de se. F-desire is ambiguous since I may have it but at the 
same time it is a social construct to be reported oratio obliqua.

As a male I share what is called the male desire and in this sense it is my 
own desire but as well it is what is reported as if from outside of me. An es-
sential feature of male desire is male gaze. As a male, perhaps I never actually 
look at anybody in that way but still I may be accused of male gaze; I do not 
even know how to perform a male gaze but I ��nd it easy to be guilty of it; that 
is, I do it according to others. The same can be said of male desire. Anyway, the 
main thing about f-desire is the feeling of being in a special place so that the 
desire reinforces my desire to be there. In what follows, I deal with p-desires. 
However, in some places, and especially in the case of Girard�s mimetic desire, 
we will witness the return of f-desire.

Finally, here is a note on desires, important and less important. Jürgen 
Habermas says about concepts like knowledge as true, justi��ed belief, or the 
classical Socratic de��nition, that it cannot be the correct de��nition because 
knowledge is something important and the de��nition does not re��ect that.�� 
In a sense this is true, knowledge is power but much what we tag as knowledge 
is not, like I know that it may or may not rain today. Perhaps the Socratic de��ni-
tion indeed is lacking, or it is not. In the same way one may say desires are im-
portant so that �I want ice cream� is di�ferent from �I want to be a good father 
to my children.� Real desires introduce a new possible world, mere whims do 
not. From the point of view of my theory of p-desire this looks embarrassing: 
my theory requires that the subject situates the intentional object in a better 
possible world where it looks desirable everything considered. In other words, 
we consider the new possible world to be similar to our actual world except 
for the intentional object but then we allow the world change to see how 
much the emergence of the object changes it. When a good father emerges,  

��	 J. Habermas, Knowledge and Interest. Tr. J.J. Shapiro. London: Heinemann, 1972, pp. 62�63, 
67.
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much will change. But why talk about possible worlds and their changes if I 
just want a cone of ice cream? Minor desires that come and go like whims are 
di�ferent from major desires that alter and make the world better.

Why name such minor desires desires? They indeed seem to be p-desires 
and they possess all the necessary features of a desire, as it is easy to see. They 
have an intentional object and they track satisfaction. My solution is that the 
minor desires behave just like the major desires but the changes to the world 
that they entail are less important to us so that we do not bother to think about 
them. Therefore, minor desires are not really minor; what is minor is their ef-
fect on the world and that is why we are not interested in them or their full de-
scription. Their desirability conditions are seemingly simple: I like ice-cream 
and that is all. I want it, I get it, and I forget it; and to get it extinguishes the 
desire. It is an occurring desire that is conditional on its own satisfaction. If 
I want to be a good father, I know only approximately what the object is and 
what its requirements are. The object is intrinsically fuzzy. Hence now I never 
can reach the goal, except in the Pickwickian sense. I also must explain why I 
want what I want, and by doing it, I start playing with the idea of a novel and 
better possible world.

All this resembles Habermas� idea that knowledge is important. Real desires 
are important but one still must admit that minor bits of knowledge and small 
desires cannot be dismissed. Certainly, certain varieties of unimportant things 
are so unimportant that we need to pay no attention to them in practical life. 
Nevertheless, they can be used as examples, at least in philosophy, because 
they are so simple, but then we should not forget that the big and complicated 
things are what we really should be interested in. That is where the money is. 
Knowledge is power and desire makes us switch between worlds. It is interest-
ing, though, that those perfectly good examples of minor knowledge and desire 
are meaningless as such. When a Buddhist says desiring makes us unhappy, he 
cannot mean such things as ice cream.�� It is perfectly plausible to say that I 
can satisfy such a desire even if we know that all desires are in principle un-
satis��able. The answer to this dilemma is that ice cream desire is unsatis��able 
but if we discuss it as an object of choice it may well happen that I got what I 
chose and in this sense wanted. I have already explained and will explain later 
what it is to desire ice cream in the full blown sense of p-desire. Its desirability 
conditions may grow until they look too grand to take seriously. Like Marcel 
Proust�s little madeleine expands the narrative until it covers all his life world.

��	 Actually, the Buddhist case against desire is complicated, see M. Kozhevnikova, �Desire in 
Buddhism.� In Desire, T. Airaksinen and W. Gasparski (Eds.). New Brunswick, N.J.: Transac-
tion, 2016, pp. 135�155.
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	 Wishful Thinking and Wish-Ful��lment

Let us start from an idea of Thomas Nagel,

That I have the appropriate desire simply follows from the fact that these 
considerations motivate me; if the likelihood that an act will promote my 
future happiness motivates me to perform it now, then it is appropriate 
to ascribe me a desire for my own future happiness.��

Here we see once again the dubious view of the essential connection between 
desire and action but let us forget and forgive it now. My point is, you may 
replace �an act� with �a thought� and rewrite. We get �if the likelihood that a 
thought will promote my future happiness motivates me to think of it now, 
then [�]� and now we ��nd something interesting, namely, the key idea behind 
wishful thinking. It is certainly possible to become happy by thinking of happy 
things. We want to think pleasant thoughts and we arrange our other thoughts 
in a way that satis��es the desire. All this comes to us naturally and it contrib-
utes signi��cantly to our happiness levels. People who are unable to do it will 
��nd it di���cult to live. They su�fer from depression and other similar ailments.

Wishful thinking is somehow related to f-desires, although it is not always 
easy to see how. What is wishful thinking? The man from La Mancha, Don 
Quixote, is guilty of it for the following reason. He imagines a possible world of 
noble knights, a world that is inaccessible to him simply because it is ��ctional. 
It is not his private ��ction, that is, it is not idiosyncratic, but derived from the 
contemporary genre of popular novels. His mimetic wish is to live in that excit-
ing world and do heroic deeds. He imagines he lives there and he dresses ac-
cordingly, performs heroic deeds, and treats the people around him as if they 
were living members of his new brave world. Don Q says he wants to be a hero 
and then he is grati��ed; he believes he is a knight. His wish is ful��lled.

The main point about wish and wish-ful��lment is that the same thought 
that constitutes the wish also satis��es it. This fact clearly distinguishes between 
wish and the other relevant types of mental states discussed here. When I read 
a book of poetry and see myself as a fellow poet, the thought itself is ful��lling 
or satisfying. I may not believe I am a poet � that would be both unnecessary 
and irrational. I simply think of myself as a poet and thus satisfy my wish. We 
do this all the time even if we seldom notice what is going on. It is also remark-
able that such wish-ful��lment may also be guilt ridden and anxious, think for 
example of nasty sexual thoughts and various types of unclean fantasies. This 

��	 T. Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978, pp. 29�30.
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is to say those wishes are not idle thoughts but on the contrary they are mental 
episodes we feel are part of our personality and something we are responsible 
for. Many wishes are delightful but they also can be anxious, or both at the 
same time. Now, the main point is that the same thought that constitutes the 
wish also satis��es it or is a su���cient condition of its ful��lment.

I argue that wish-ful��lment is spontaneous in the sense that wishes, if un-
derstood in the way I described above, are self-satisfying. This is the case be-
cause the wish in its new possible world is construed in a suitable manner. 
Think of Don Q. He imagines a world where he is a knight; he believes that 
he is a knight in a world that satis��es his desire to be a knight. He wants to be 
a knight and hence he constructs in his imagination a world in which he is a 
knight. To verify his success, he acts and deals with other people as if he were 
a knight.��

Don Q�s new world is imaginary in two ways: ��rst, as a literary construct 
(what he reads about) and, second, as his own mental construct (what he 
imagines). The ��rst world is devoid of him but the second contains him as a 
knight. Such a double jeopardy is not necessary, though. A small man wishes 
he were tall and buys platform sole shoes. His favourite world (where he is 
tall) is not available to him, even if the new world where he thinks he is tall is 
possible. No known path from here to there exists and, thus, the only way the 
short man can get there is in his imagination. Now, when he responds to his 
imaginary world he veri��es its existence and validity by buying those shoes. 
Thus the world is construed in such a special way that his wish is ful��lled, or 
his desire is satis��ed.

I do not say that all wishes are ful��lled in this spontaneous manner. I only 
say wishful thinking has this occasional property. Many wishes are not instanc-
es of wishful thinking. I may refuse to construct such a special possible world 
where I am spontaneously grati��ed. I say �I wish this cancer goes away� but I 
do it without constructing the world where my cancer has disappeared. Hence, 
I have a wish that is not an example of wishful thinking.

As we know from psychoanalysis and elsewhere that wishful thinking can 
also be painful. I may imagine a bad possible world and place myself there, 
which makes me bad. As I understand it, wishes are not necessarily good and 
personally ��attering. I su�fer, say, from guilt feelings and by constructing a 
suitably bad world for myself I make myself guilty, which is a painful feeling. 
Suppose a person has paedophiliac wishes, which play with the ideas of acts  
he knows are both socially condemned and dangerous. He tends to agree that he  

��	 On imagination, see S. Nichols, Ed., The Architecture of the Imagination. New York: Claren-
don Press, 2006.
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should not entertain them and thus he should free himself of them. Perhaps  
he should get psychological help, although his abnormal sexual preferences 
have remained latent. His problem is that he tends to construct imaginary pos-
sible worlds where he is an active paedophiliac predator, a world that is mod-
elled after the real world, as he knows it, containing real paedophiliacs. He 
knows he must not try to satisfy his sexual desires in the real world. He sees it 
as a royal road to a personal catastrophe, which is probably a valid belief. Next, 
he imagines it all and in this way satis��es his abnormal wishes. It is easy to see 
why this is painful to him because now he is an active paedophiliac, which 
promises him not only grati��cation but also the sense of personal catastrophe 
and veri��es his belief that he is an abnormal, dangerous, and bad person.

Wish ful��lment does not necessarily entail a p-desire because desire en-
tails an accessible possible world. Think of Don Q. However, the sexual case 
above shows that desire and wish-ful��lment are systematically connected. 
Our paedophiliac possesses the relevant desires because he has an access to 
the relevant possible world. He just thinks he must not take that path. Instead 
he constructs an imaginary world where he can satisfy his wishes. Empirical 
evidence shows that wish-ful��lment is often related to some surrogate actions, 
that is, it is not solely imaginary. As I said, such actions verify the success of 
wish-ful��lment to the person himself. Don Q actually starts wandering around 
dressed funny and followed by Sancho Panza. He attacks windmills and wine 
barrels. A small man buys platform shoes and the paedophiliac tries, inno-
cently, to relate to young people and, less innocently, say, collects their sugges-
tive pictures. Wish ful��lment may have its typical behavioural correlates. To 
move to the imaginary world where spontaneous wish-ful��lment is to occur 
one needs some behavioural items also as indicators of the pseudo-realism of 
the e�fort. In anxious cases, this makes one�s anxiety ever more real and true.

My last question is, how are f-desire and wish-ful��lment related? We already 
saw that the Don Q case can be approached from both sides with an equal suc-
cess. The di�ference is this: the existence of f-desire explains wish-ful��lment. If 
we do not mention f-desire we have hard time understanding why Don Q starts 
acting as he does, that is, what motivates his wishes. He starts a new life fo-
cusing on desire which he loves. He is a supreme expression of unadulterated 
desire. What desire? The desire to desire knightly things in the world where he 
believes he resides. Notice that only f-desire can do that, p-desire cannot. We 
know that p-desire always tracks satisfaction in an accessible possible world, 
unlike f-desire that loves the actual world of the person�s desire. Don Q�s de-
sire does not track satisfaction because it is already satis��ed. But that does not 
stop our knight. When he rides out dressed and equipped as a noble knight, he 
indeed sees himself as a noble knight. The negative case of the short man of 
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course requires its own explication, which must somehow be consonant with 
the Don Q�s case � the di�ference between the two cases is illusory. Both agents 
create their own imaginary worlds where their f-desires ��ourish, and then they 
can proceed to the next stage, that is, wish-ful��lment. The construction of the 
imaginary world in question is now guided by the agent�s f-desire, which he 
cannot enjoy in his actual world. An f-desire is the desire to stay in this new 
world, and wish-ful��lment handles it as if it were the actual world.

	 De Re and De Dicto: a Paradox

I will argue for the following paradox: Suppose that desire is a three place rela-
tion Subject � Object � Desirability Conditions, that is, all desires are condi-
tional in this sense.�� A desire sentence is open to de re and de dicto readings. 
The problem is, if you read it de re you miss the desirability conditions. If you 
read it de dicto you miss the object but retain the desirability conditions. How 
can you tell that both interpretations concern one and the same desire? Desire 
is de dicto if in the context of the sentence that expresses the desire is refer-
entially opaque; if it not, the desire is de re. I love Mary who happens to be a 
nurse. De dicto I do not love a nurse but de re I do. Notice that Frege�s Morning 
star/Evening star puzzle is an epistemological variant of de dicto/de re, in the 
sense that once we know that the two observed stars are actually planet Venus 
we have our de re object of belief. Incidentally, we have now a good reason to 
say that desire de dicto has no object, except in grammatical sense; instead it 
has what one may understand as a topic. As long as I pay attention to the fact 
that she is a nurse, Mary is not an object of love to me. I will clarify this in what 
follows.

From a grammatical point of view, a de dicto desire is, for instance, �I want 
that my car is red and fast,� which picks a red and fast car as a desirable ob-
ject. Compare de re: �I want a car that is red and fast,� which picks a car that 
happens to be red and fast among other things. Here the de dicto topic is my 
car together with its essential properties, or its satis��ed desirability condi-
tions. These conditions are part of a narrative concerning the good-making 
features of the car, and their function is to motivate my desire. As I said above, 
no desire is without its reasons, which is to say that desire is a three place rela-
tion. De re desire has its object that is complete in the sense that its context 

� 	 See K. McDaniel and B. Bradley, �Desires,� Mind 117 (2008), 267�302. Desires can be condi-
tional in many di�ferent ways.
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is quasi-extensional or minimally intensional in such a way that the context is  
not referentially opaque � even if we have an intentional object here. The ob-
ject has all the properties a car has. The car that I want may be red and fast 
but its colour may also fade fast. In de dicto context this does not make sense 
because the topic can handle only desirability conditions.

Think next of the following textbook style example of de re and de dicto de-
sire (S) �I want the fastest car on the planet, that is, F.� Then the world changes 
so that F no longer is the fastest car on the planet. If I originally read (S) de 
dicto, I no longer want F. I want B that is now the fastest one. If we originally 
read it de re, I wanted F and I still want F. In other words, I want the car, what-
ever car happens to be the fastest one now; or, I want this given car that once 
happened to be the fastest one. De re I desire the object in such a way that its 
change of status does not matter. In the de dicto case, to be the fastest car is an 
essential consideration: without it I cannot ��x my desire. In a de re case this is 
not true. Once I have picked my intentional object of desire I have picked a real 
thing that has certain accidental properties. It remains the same thing even if 
it no longer is the fastest car on the planet. All this looks perfectly sound and 
understandable.

Alas, once you start thinking it in psychological terms you notice a trouble-
some fact, namely, the desirability conditions of the de re interpretation of 
sentence (S) have mysteriously vanished, yet you cannot desire without them. 
Why did I originally want that car that used to be the fastest on the planet. We 
have no hint. Desire is a three place relation but now the third place holder is 
missing. I say I want a car that is red, which does not mean that I desire the car 
de re because it is red. I say it happens to be red, among many other things.  
I must have a reason for desiring it, but now I cannot tell what it is. This is to say 
that de re interpretation of desire does not pick a desire but a bare object. In 
this way, desirability conditions ��gure only in de dicto interpretations of S. Let 
us look into this. As I said, the de dicto interpretation is clear: �I want F because 
F is the fastest car on the planet,� speci��es high performance as the essential 
or necessary desirability condition in the sense that I desire F if and only if it is 
the fastest car on the planet. If it is not, I do not desire F. It follows that, given 
the new possible world where F fails to be the fastest car, I no longer desire F de 
dicto. In other words, if the world changes so that the desirability conditions of 
a given desire do not hold, the desire vanishes. According to its de dicto inter-
pretation, to be the fastest is, ceteris paribus, necessary and su���cient for the 
desire to emerge and endure.

How can one and the same desire have two interpretations one of which is 
a three place relation and second a two place relation? This looks as if de re 
and de dicto desires were two di�ferent desires, a fact that leads to a problem 
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concerning the individuation of desires.�� It is not possible to say only that de 
re and de dicto interpretations concern the same desire if and only if both of 
them are concerned with F as the given object of desire. When F fails to be the 
fastest car, the de dicto desire changes, unlike de re; therefore, we now have 
two di�ferent desires. Let me specify: I say �I want the fastest car on the planet, 
F� and then F loses its elevated status. If I lose my interest in F, my original 
desire was de dicto, if I do not, my original desire was de re. Now the question 
is, as I said above, why did I desire F de re in the ��rst place? The question is ir-
relevant. The only thing that matters is that it is F that I desire de re. De dicto 
it does not matter that it is F because the only thing that matters is the speed. 
I have a hard time seeing that behind the two interpretations we can ��nd and 
see one individual desire. First, we ��nd no object and an explanation for desir-
ing, and then no explanation and an object. F does not join the interpretations 
and neither do the desirability conditions.

To solve this problem we need to give de dicto reading a priority position.  
I love the most beautiful man in the world (de dicto) and he happens to be Ar-
chibald (de re). When he no longer is so beautiful, I switch my love to Felix who 
now is aesthetically the best and my de re object changes accordingly. Why 
cannot I love Archibald now? The reason is that my de re reading of the situa-
tion mentions no desirability conditions, which is to say that I need to derive 
them from my current de dicto reading; hence, I de re love Felix. De re speci��es 
the object but only de dicto tells us what the desirability conditions are in the 
given case. Archibald has de re all kinds of properties none of which are, con-
sidering my love, essential and hence I can love him for any di�ferent reasons. 
But only one set of properties is essential in the de dicto case and exactly those 
properties I must ��nd in my de re object, if I am going to love him so that the 
de re and de dicto readings pick the same desire, or they are mutually comple-
mentary. If I still love ugly Archibald I must ��nd myself a new desire de dicto. 
Most mysteriously, if I picked Archibald (de re) when I still desired the best 
beauty (de dicto), why did I pick him in the ��rst place? If I still love him in the 
new world, I must have picked him for reasons that do not show in �Archibald 
is the most beautiful man in the world.� The world has changed and I still love 
him � why did I originally pick him? Here we see two di�ferent desires at work. 
To get back to one desire, we must require that de re tracks de dicto desirability 
conditions. In this case, when the world changes I no longer love Archibald.

Summary: Suppose I desire X because of Y, or my topic is XY. The object of 
my desire is X. What is the name of my desire? If you identify XY and X, you 

��	 Cf. P.T. Markie and T. Patrick, �De Re Desire,� Australasian Journal of Philosophy 68 (1990), 
432�447, p. 433.
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must tell why you do so. You can explain it by starting from XY and deriving X 
form it. In this way, the solution is by rank ordering the two interpretations so 
that de re becomes logically dependent on de dicto; or, de dicto is original and 
de re derivative in relation to it.

A de dicto desire may have no intentional object but rather a topic, which 
runs together with the description of the object and its desirability conditions; 
for instance �the fastest car.� Think of a non-de��nite description �Fast car� and 
think of de dicto �I desire a fast car.� De re this picks the class of fast cars, and 
any member of the class satis��es the desire. Now, it is strange to say that a 
class of fast cars would be the object of desire, except in a grammatical sense. 
This class is intrinsically fuzzy and anyway, it is a class of things, which to a 
non-realist is not a legitimate object. Hence, a de��nite description like �the 
fastest car on the planet� is misleading. It suggests that de dicto desires have 
objects. The dilemma is this: de dicto desire has no object and de re, while it 
has an object, does not specify any desirability conditions and thus one cannot 
say why it, and not something else, is the object of desire. Obviously, de dicto 
and de re must go together so that they are two aspects of one and the same 
desire. We need to know what the intentional object is and why it is an object 
of desire. This also becomes evident when we think of the following example. 
I want to marry John who is a serial killer, although I do not know it. De dicto 
I do not want to marry a serial killer, I want John. De re my object of desire is 
a serial killer.

De dicto: I want to marry John because John is so tall.
De Re: I want to marry a serial killer, who happens to be tall.

In this case the de re and de dicto desires do not share a common concept that 
would unify them and justify the idea that we have only one desire here. How 
do we individuate the desire? As I said, we must consider de dicto ��rst and 
��nd the object in this way. I cannot say I want to marry a serial killer because 
I want to marry John. It may happen, of course, that I get a serial killer but 
that is another thing. De dicto desire ��xes the de re object, which is the only 
object of desire, by specifying some desirability conditions that it alone pos-
sesses. Sometimes de re objects are not real objects. In that case, your desire 
fails altogether or you need to think of a very strange possible world where 
the object becomes real. I say, �I want you to know everything.� This allows 
for no object in the real sense of the term but we may construct a possible 
world where one knows everything. In this sense the topic is this world and de 
dicto is the all the knowledge in it. Again, we need to proceed from de dicto  
to de re.
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Let me make a couple of additional remarks. If I desire de re F that is not 
so fast, I need to tell why. Desire logically entails desirability. When I tell why,  
I refer to a desire that is di�ferent from the original that focused solely on speed. 
That is why in the de re case F must be speedy too. We only speak about F as 
if this fact were irrelevant. Of course I may still de re desire F in a world where 
it is not that fast, but then my desire has changed or the earlier desire de dicto 
was not a desire for the fastest car. It was for something else.

�
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Beliefs should accommodate themselves to the actual world and the world 
should accommodate itself to desires or wants � such is the dogma. In oth-
er words, I receive my beliefs from the world that my desire aim to change. 
Sometimes my beliefs track the world properly, sometimes not. Sometimes the 
world changes satisfyingly, either independently of us or via our actions; often 
the world fails to change in the required way. Of course, we hope for success. 
Needs look more complicated than this.� I discuss needs in the following sense: 
S needs X in order to have Y; or motor needs oil to run, which presupposes that 
the motor is made to run and someone may want the motor to run. Prima facie, 
such a need is a fact because the motor does not run without oil but it also has 
its normative dimension as the motor is designed and meant to run. It seems 
that when we talk about a need we talk about a fact or a state of a�fairs such 
that it favours the realization of a relevant desire. Sometimes needs, in this 
sense of the word, are called instrumental desires. As such this is misleading 
because motors desire nothing yet they need many things. This applies to hu-
man contexts as well: Your cancer sometimes needs an operation whether you 
want it or not.

Need is Janus faced concept because a need description may report a fact, 
which at the same time is what we want when we want something. Oil added 
to a motor is what the motor needs but suppose it also is desired by us and as 
such a desirable state of a�fairs. We can thus say needs are derivative desires 
in the sense that what is needed is also desired. I do not want oil except when 
I consider the motor and its proper functioning. We can then extend our ex-
ample by noticing that at the local service station I say I want to buy some oil, 
that is, I want oil. But I want it only if I need it. The desirability conditions of 
this desire are derived from the need in question. An interesting complication 
follows: I may not like what I need, yet I (derivatively) desire it; hence, it fol-
lows that I desire something I do not like, or what I ��nd repulsive as such. This 
is interesting because desires form chains where something is a need from the 
point of view of desire and desire from the point of view of another need. I 
want to go home and thus I need a taxi; I need to go home because I want to go 
to bed; I need to go to bed because I want to feel fresh at work, and so on. Here 
for instance �go to bed� is a need and desire at the same time. I hate to go to bed 
but yet I want it. Epistemologically it is interesting that you cannot tell how I 
feel about going to bed by just listening me to say I want to go to bed. If I speak 
about it in connection with a need I may hate it. As a need I (instrumentally) 


	 See G. Thomson, Needs. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987, p. xi, for a �rudimentary char-
acterisation� of the concept of need. His approach is di�ferent from mine, for instance, he 
says �what we need is what we cannot do without.� This may true of food but not of taxis.
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desire it. Only the ��nal and somehow ultimate desire may be unambiguously 
liked, and it is in this sense desirable and desired. It is an interesting question 
what this ultimate desire and its object is like when we say it can no longer be 
seen as a need. All other desires may be judged undesirable as such and yet 
desired, which hints at the possibility that most of our desires are derivative 
in nature and as such desired in an ambiguous manner. My suggestion is that 
needs behave like desires in the directionality argument although they also 
create the problem of the desirability of the desired objects in their derivative 
contexts.

I need a taxi to get back home, I hate taxis, although I say that I want a taxi 
now. Incidentally, this account does not conform to the idea, say, that desir-
ability is grounded on reward:� satisfaction of a need may not be understood as 
rewarding in the same sense as that of desire; a reward is not an instrumental 
good. Yet, the same need is from another viewpoint a desire. Perhaps a better 
word is relief: when I get what I need I am relieved. Need indicates pressure 
and stress. I am then able to proceed to the next step on the path towards what 
is a higher order desire in the relevant chain, namely, to get to bed in order to 
be fresh and alert at work tomorrow. I need to be, but why? I want to look like 
a good worker, but why? I need my job, but why? What then is the ultimate 
desire here, this wonderful, ideal desire that explains the chain? The answer is 
beyond the methods of philosophy, as it seems. It is an empirical question, but 
whatever it is, it must be something one may hope to get with some justi��ca-
tion. In other words, the possible world that the subject aims at is available 
to me, or I must know the path to it. We choose a world where satisfaction is 
possible, and this depends on our beliefs concerning di�ferent available worlds. 
Perhaps we are made happy by world where all goes well?� In any case, our 
needs and instrumental desires are dependent on our beliefs.

	 Modality: Beliefs as Constraints

When I desire I believe, among other things, that (i) what I desire is possible 
to get, or I can hope to get it, (ii) I can make sense of what I desire, and (ii) my 
desire is not immoral or otherwise normatively unavailable. These are some 
basic beliefs although more can be found, for instance, I must believe that the 
desire in question is my own desire in two di�ferent senses, namely, it is my 

�	 See N. Arpaly and T. Schroeder, In Praise of Desire. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014, 
pp.�127�128.

�	 See T. Airaksinen, �Desire and Happiness,� Homo Oeconomicus 29 (2012), 393�412.
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own desire in the sense that I myself am the desiring agent, and my desire not 
obsessive-compulsive. For instance, think of �The boss said I want co�fee� is 
ambiguous because we cannot tell what the referent of �I� is. We disambiguate 
as follows: �The boss said �I (myself) want co�fee�,� which makes it clear that the 
boss himself wants it, or the interpretation of the sentence is de se. Alterna-
tively, �I� refers to the listener.

When I desire I can ask myself, why do I desire this and the answer may 
be, because someone else desires it; this is to say I personally may not ��nd 
the object of desire desirable. This we may call a mimetic desire (see Ch. 4). 
Often an agent regrets an apparent desire exactly for this reason � it is not her 
own. If the desire is obsessive-compulsive because, let us say, of an addiction 
it is not unequivocally my own desire in the sense that is relevant to us here. 
Kant calls desires pathological if they do not spring from the person�s free will 
but just happen to him.� In other words, when I say I desire this entails that  
I believe it is my own personal desire. Such beliefs concerning desire owner-
ship are not restricted to actionist contexts in which I am supposed to act in 
order to realize the desired state of a�fairs or intentional object. I may enter-
tain desires that presuppose the change of the world independently of all my 
actions, as if spontaneously, but yet I must believe these desires are my own. 
Suppose I listen to a charismatic preacher who wants us to do good to our 
brethren. I feel his in��uence and for a while I adopt this desire. I have adopted 
his desire, which may well entail the false belief that it is my desire as well. Let 
us look into the role of beliefs when we discuss the possibility (modality), un-
derstanding (hermeneutics), and normativity (ethics) of desire.

First, modality. When I desire, I desire something that is represented by a 
proposition that describes a possible state of a�fairs that I somehow see as and 
believe to be desirable. It is an open question whether I can desire something 
that I believe already exists. Let us assume here that I cannot do so. Why would 
I want to get an object I already have? Thomas Hobbes for instance says, what I 
have I love but what I do not have I desire � presupposing of course that we are 
discussing desirable states of a�fairs. This also is a medieval scholastic idea.� 
However, it seems possible to provide examples where I want what I have, for 

�	 Kant writes, �There are two sorts of love: practical love that lies in the will and in principles of 
action, and pathological love that lies in the direction the person�s feelings and tender sym-
pathies take.� We could also say the latter type of love is passive love, something that happens 
to a person (Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/
assets/pdfs/kant1785.pdf). Another translation by H.J. Paton, Groundwork. New York: Harper, 
1964, p. 67.

�	 T. Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651. Part 1, Ch. 6, Love and Hate; and N.E. Lombardo, The Logic of De-
sire, Aquinas on Emotion. Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2011, p. 61.
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instance, I have a wife and I believe our relationship is fully secure. I desire her 
not only sexually but as a person. I want to be with her although I am with her 
all the time.  One can dismiss this intuition by arguing that when I desire what 
I have, I ��rst imagine that I do not have it or that I am going to lose it and, thus, 
I desire it in this derivative and counterfactual manner. Therefore, I desire my 
wife as if she were not here; if I, on the contrary, consider her as being present, 
I could not desire her. In my thoughts I can alienate her from my life as it is and 
hence, as she is no longer there, start desiring her. Another way of putting the 
same point is to say that I am afraid of losing her. I believe, and this is a quite 
reasonable belief I think, that she may leave me for reasons I have no way of 
knowing now and therefore I desire her. All these considerations refer to her-
meneutical problems, namely, to the question what I actually desire. Also, we 
now understand why I am happy with my wife. I imagine that she is not there 
and thus I desire her. But because she in fact is there for me all the time, my 
desire will be satis��ed and I am happy. If I am afraid of losing her, her presence 
o�fers me consolation, which again means my perpetual happiness.

Now, I believe that what I desire is a possibility in the sense that it can be 
satis��ed, or the world may change in such a way that my desire is realized ei-
ther permanently or occasionally. Desires can be conditional or unconditional 
in many ways: �I want ice cream� is a conditional desire in the sense that it 
depends on my getting or not getting ice cream. I desire ice cream only on the 
condition that I did not get it yet. It is an occasional and conditional desire. 
I want to marry Diana and nobody else ever; I marry her � such a desire is a 
permanently satis��able conditional desire. Now, I want to marry Diana only on 
the condition that she agrees.­ If she does not want it, our marriage becomes 
impossible � my relevant action is impossible � and I cannot desire things I 
cannot get. Of course, also a need constitutes a conditional desire, or it masks 
one. I desire something but only on the condition that I need it.

Also non-conditional desires exist: I dream of and then desire world peace. 
Suppose world peace comes about; the relevant desire does not disappear as 
it is not conditional on its own occasional satisfaction. I desire peace also in 
the time of peace because any peace is so fragile. And I presume no such ac-
cessible possible world exists where the human existence is guaranteed to rest 
in eternal peace. Kant�s joke in �Zum ewigen Frieden� is well taken: only in the 
graveyard! It is indeed weird to say, in time of peace, �I no longer desire peace, 
although I love it.� He who invented the aphorism �In time of peace, prepare 
for war� is right. Peace is a never ending process. Of course, this leads us to 

�	 See Ch. 1 on f-desires.
�	 See K. McDaniel and B. Bradley, �Desires,� Mind 117 (2008), 267�302.

Timo Airaksinen - 978-90-04-41030-5
Downloaded from Brill.com02/25/2020 01:38:34PM

via University of Helsinki



������� ���

<UN>

recognize another problem: if the desire is unconditional in this way it cannot 
be satis��ed; if it could, it would be conditional on its own satisfaction; but then 
the desire is impossible, which is to say the mental state in question does not 
qualify as a desire. The dilemma is this, either the desire is conditional on its 
own satisfaction or it is impossible. Perhaps the solution is simply by saying 
that one focuses on a possible world in permanent peace as if such a world 
existed. Hence, it is an empirical truth concerning that inaccessible world that 
my desire for it will remain unsatis��ed, although it is not logically impossible.  
I cannot desire objects that I believe are located in logically inaccessible worlds, 
or logically inconsistent worlds, but this is not one of them. All this somehow 
resembles the compatibilism-incompatibilism debate concerning the free will. 
Here we must argue that the current unsatis��ability of unconditional or per-
manent desire is, in the end, compatible with its in-principle-satis��ability.

This can be illustrated by another example, namely, my desire to be a good 
father. This certainly is a viable project although it can never be completed 
in the sense that the desire would be satis��ed. It is impossible to satisfy, yet it 
makes sense as a desire. Its satis��ability can live together with its impossibility. 
All this is based on the idea that to be a good father is a struggle that can be par-
tially and temporarily satis��ed, or we can satisfy it als ob. This makes the proj-
ect worthwhile and it keeps the desire going. Think of the case where I want 
to be the best footballer in the world when I am seventy years old. This project 
makes no sense at all. Nevertheless, some impossibilities are worth desiring.

Be this as it may, I must believe that the world may change as my desire 
dictates � here we return to the directionality argument or direction of ��t. If 
my desire is rational, the relevant beliefs are well grounded, or I have evidence 
for them. If I have no evidence for the possibility of the relevant changes that 
desire presupposes, or if the evidence suggests impossibility, the desire is either 
irrational or it is a fake, or I wish for the best. In other words, we may say that 
the desire is then irrational, or what I call desire is in that case something else, 
like a fantasy based wish � perhaps a mildly delusional mental episode. Sup-
pose I am in a life boat out on the ocean. I believe quite reasonably that ships 
sail around here and hence I may be rescued; if I believe that no ships ever go 
where I presently am, I stop desiring even though I may still wish for the best. 
Perhaps I lose all hope because of my gloomy belief but it is not necessary;  
I wish for a miracle, which is against all of my current beliefs, but it does not 
matter in this case. People often entertain unreasonable ideas that approach 
fantasy wish-ful��lment. Suppose I have a cancer that my doctors call terminal. 
I want to live, which is a reasonable desire because the world may change and 
thus I have hope. But in this case I also have solid evidence for the proposition 
that I will not see that near future possible world where I will count among 
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the living. I can still wish for the best because I know that a future world of the 
living exists and I can imagine that I am there. Hence, the new evidence does 
wreck my unconditional and permanent desire to live although my survival is 
now reduced to mere wish in the light of the new medical information.

Based on the doctor�s testimonial I have no hope of a cure but I still want to 
live, which is based on a di�ferent belief to the e�fect that people in fact contin-
ue to live in the future world. I want to be there with them. I want to be among 
the living is not an unreasonable desire because there is such a future world. 
Of course, my desire to be cured is a di�ferent desire that is indeed unreason-
able in this case. If I cannot desire something and I stop desiring it, I formulate 
a new desire with which I can continue living. This happens when a patient 
cannot desire a cure but says she wants to live. According to my current beliefs,  
I will not be cured but I can still be alive, not for long perhaps but alive anyway. 
Thus, I can say I want to live. It is then irrelevant that lack of cure entails death 
when I believe I can still be alive in the future.

In this way, when my reasonable beliefs do not allow for a desire I may still 
hope. In the ��rst instance no hope means a full restriction to desire: I must stop 
desiring. In the second instance hope means what it means, namely, I still en-
tertain hope given that I ��nd a suitable object. I know a better world exists and 
a path leads there from where I presently am, yet, such a world exists so that 
there is hope. People also hope for many far-away things like eternal life and 
resurrection of the dead. Anything that feels good makes them postulate far-
away worlds that suit their current needs. Hopes are what they are.� They are 
dependent on evidence in the same way as desires, as we can easily see. A be-
lief that it is impossible extinguishes the desire but may have no e�fect on hope 
that picks another object. What happens seems to depend on the strength of 
the negative information in the sense that full and decisive information kills 
both desire and hope. All alternate objects become void and meaningless. Yet 
the traces of desire do not vanish that easily: I say I would have liked it, or I 
turn to counterfactual conditionals. She is now married to another man, thus I 
know it is impossible for me to marry her now, but I would have liked to marry 
her. Perhaps we also can say, I would have wanted to marry her had it been pos-
sible. It is easy to confuse desire and the memory trace of the same desire so 
that we think one may desire what one believes to be impossible only because 
it once was possible. In this way my beliefs constrain what I can desire.

Often my negative beliefs turn my desires into their wishful counterfactual 
versions. Desire is di�ferent from wish that also depends on beliefs, but in a 
di�ferent manner. Wish and desire are two di�ferent kinds of propositional 

�	 See J.P. Day, Hope: A Philosophical Inquiry. Helsinki: Acta Philosophica Fennica 51, 1991.
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attitudes. The main point is that wish is a modest and resigned mental state 
when desire has immodest urgency whether it is a mental state or episode. 
When I want I want the world change, which sounds like a demand on the 
world. As such desire is an immodest attitude while wish is modest. Wish 
means that I want a kind of blessing to fall upon me; desiring sometimes 
means that I would act if I could and hence force the ways of the world to 
change their direction. For this reason, perhaps, new information that changes 
my belief alters wish and desire in such a dissimilar manner. It is much harder 
to kill a wish than a desire, if we mean rational desire. In many cases a change 
of beliefs does not kill the desire but changes it into an epistemically irrational 
fantasy wish. Of course such a wish may be practically functional, too.

Let me specify the relationship between desire and hope. The point is, when 
I desire I necessarily hope to get the object. This is another way of saying that 
one cannot desire an impossible object because then I cannot hope to get it.  
I hope all goes well even when the evidence fails to fully support the idea. Hope 
has its independent psychological status but it also has a status that is condi-
tional on desire. The standard schema concerning conditional hope is,

I want/desire X and thus I hope I will get X, when I believe I have less than 
conclusive reasons to expect X to happen.

Some desires are action relevant and some are not. For instance, I want to walk 
back home just now, and I want her to love me for ever. The ��rst sentence refers 
to action and thus entails action, but this is a special case. The second type of 
sentence expresses a non-actionist desire. Suppose I am in a burning house 
and I know that my neighbours are trapped in their apartment, too. I know that 
if the ��re brigade saves me ��rst my chances of survival are good and otherwise 
considerably less good. I cannot in��uence their choice and so I hope they will 
come my way ��rst. I also want them to save me ��rst. But how do I draw the dis-
tinction between hope and desire in this case? I may think that I can mention 
some good reasons why I should be saved ��rst. My hope has strong support. 
I can insist on being saved ��rst. However, if I believe that their right choice 
is a random one my relevant mental state is still that of hope � if I believe it 
is possible that they may save me ��rst. We can read the narrative in the same 
way in the case of lovers: I think good reasons exist why she should love me 
and choose me before other men. If I am on a life-boat out on the ocean and 
I believe many shipping routes exist around where I am, I hope for my rescue.  
I can even say they should come soon. After I realize this is not going to hap-
pen, I only can wish for a miracle. In this way it is possible to draw a line be-
tween wish, hope, and desire. Of course this is not a line between natural 
kinds but rather a pragmatic linguistic convention. Look at the following 
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two propositions which illustrate the two ways we tend to use the concept of  
hope:

I desire X but after I realize I should not expect to get it, I have no hope, 
and only a wish remains.

Or,

I still hope that X but I realize it is unrealistic to expect X to happen.

In the second case hope resembles wishful thinking because it is independent 
of reasons. I do not expect X to happen but still I hope it will. In the ��rst case I 
surrender hope. Dante�s famous �Abandon hope all ye who enter here� entails 
hopelessness in an impossible predicament where one no longer desires. This 
is a third case because now the loss of hope entails apathy or a kind of mental 
collapse after which I feel nothing and live without motivation to live.

	 Hermeneutical Considerations

Should I entertain accurate beliefs concerning what I desire, when I desire? 
Can I have unconscious desires in the sense that I have no relevant beliefs or 
wrong beliefs on what I desire? Let us consider the following: my current desire 
is in��uenced by my belief on what I get when the world changes; should the 
prediction of what will happen be accurate on the basis of what I now believe 
concerning the case? The answer may be no, given that some of my desires are 
unconscious; yet, I do not think we need to talk about unconscious if we can 
explain the relevant phenomena by referring to some hermeneutical consid-
erations.�� The point is, desires are semantically complex mental entities. To 
speak of the intentional objects of desire as if they were automatically well-
de��ned is misleading. If we do not admit this we will soon be in trouble. One 
should ask, what do you hope to get when you desire an object?

Unconscious means that some of our desires are outside the range of our 
beliefs and reasoning. We do not know even that they exist. It is a dramatic 
concept with certain historical credibility but it should be avoided anyway.�� 
This is done by reading the relevant cases in an analytical manner; in other 

��	 D. Davidson, �Paradoxes of Irrationality.� In Philosophical Essays on Freud, R. Wollheim 
and J. Hopkins (Eds.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982, pp. 289�305. David-
son thinks that our model of mind must somehow be partitioned or layered.

��	 The full story is told in H.F. Ellenberger, The Discovery of the Unconscious. New York: Basic 
Books, 1970.
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words, we need not postulate any dubious, hidden entities or mental black 
boxes. Suppose I want to kill Bill but the Bride does it before me. I am not satis-
��ed or am I? Let us say I am satis��ed. How can that be when the Bride robbed 
me of the chance to do what I wanted? Obviously I wanted Bill dead and my 
conscious idea of wanting to kill Bill referred to my need to do so in order to 
reach my desired goal, a dead Bill. So, when I say I want to kill Bill I refer to my 
need to do so. As we know desires and needs are ambiguous in this way. We 
can then assume that a dead Bill is not only desired but as well needed because 
the ��nal and ultimate desire is to get justice through revenge, or perhaps it is 
related to the demands of cosmic justice � there our search of the ultimate de-
sire vanishes into some narrative metaphoric thickets. Anyway, we can ask why 
we need the concept of unconscious in this case � we do not. Instead, we can 
explain what happens in this case by using the concepts of need and desire:  
I need to kill Bill if I want him dead. But then the Bride kills him and my desire 
is satis��ed and I am contented. This is only one example of course but it shows 
how the distinction between needs and desires can be utilized.��

What should we know about desire and what do we desire when desire is 
rational? Let us start from some methodological considerations and then try 
to answer the question. When one reviews the relevant literature on desire, 
one soon notices that the de��nitions of desire are simple or very simple, for in-
stance, desire is a generic pro-attitude towards some states of a�fairs. One may 
think that it is enough to mention some key necessary conditions of how to 
use the concept. This is obviously ��ne if you use desire as an explanans when 
you, say, deal with the explanation of action, or action as explanandum. But 
the same does not do if you want to treat desire as an explanandum; in that 
case you need to focus on some su���cient conditions as well, and of course you 
worry about the argument that desire really is a cluster concept in a Wittgen-
steinian sense. Be that as it may, we should be able to specify what we desire 
when we desire, which may sound like a reasonable requirement.

If we understand desire as involving the attraction or the pull of desirable 
states of a�fairs it may sound like a good idea to come to know what they are. If 
desire is understood as a motivated push or a drive in the direction of the ob-
ject, the situation may change. If I want ice cream because this desirable item 
attracts or pulls me towards itself, I may well ask why it does so. I ask for the 

�
	 Sigmund Freud of course speaks about wish-ful��lment (Wunsh), which is not quite the 
same as desire. Wish-ful��lment is not the same as realizing a desire. Wishes are too close-
ly connected to fantasy and imagination: I wish I were dead does not entail the same 
desire. See T. Pataki, Wish-ful��lment in Philosophy and Psychoanalysis. London: Routledge, 
2014, pp. 4�5.
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relevant motivating reasons.�� If, on the contrary, my ice cream-eating-motive 
pushes me towards a near-by ice cream parlour, I wonder what the drive mech-
anisms behind it might be. I may even ask, what is wrong with me, like an 
addict should do. In her case the strength of the drive mechanism bypasses 
the reasoned decision making. Here we are interested only in the pull-cases, 
though.

If you want to plan your life, or give it a proper direction, and not to get 
disappointed too often, you need to know what you really want. This is to say 
you need to acquire and entertain correct and complete beliefs, or clear and 
distinct ideas, concerning your desires and their objects. All this may look easy. 
I want ice cream so what I desire, or the intentional object, is ice cream. When 
I get my ice cream I get what I wanted and all is well; my desire is satis��ed and 
in this case also extinguished. I no longer want ice cream because one cannot 
desire what one already has. After eating it you may even hate ice cream but 
that is another thing. However, from the explanandum�s side the problem does 
not look so simple, if you bother to give it some serious thought. Why do I want 
ice cream and not something else, why do I want it just now, ice cream is not 
exactly health food yet I crave after it? I want to be successful in life � what do I 
want? This is an example of such complex cases that are seldom mentioned at 
the analytical level. What about �I want wine� � what exactly do I want? When 
I try to understand myself and plan my future life answers to such questions as 
these sound important and even essential. Now, at least two approaches to my 
hermeneutical questions are possible: disambiguation and explanation. An 
example of the ��rst task is clari��cation of what I want when I want wine and 
of the second an account of the reasons behind �I want that you buy me ice 
cream.� Moreover, we need to decide what we want to do about such complex 
cases as �I want to be successful in life.� I suggest that the methods of clari��ca-
tion of the simple cases can be applied to the complex cases as well.

�I want wine� requires something one may call propositionalization so that 
we see what is going on. To do this we need to use the details of the context 
where the desire occurs. I may want to drink wine or to drink more wine; I may 
want to buy wine or to own wine. Suppose I considered expanding my invest-
ment portfolio when I say I want wine, that is, I want to invest in ��ne wine. 
Perhaps I never drink wine or buy wine but yet I want wine. Here the problem 
that concerns some distant third-person audiences who have no access to the 

��	 As A. Goldman puts it, desires are not motives, instead he says they are �states of being 
motivated,� in his Reasons from Within: Desires and Value. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009, p. 7, also p. 87. I do not think the quoted idea is valid. See also J.M. Russell, 
�Desires Don�t Cause Actions,� Journal of Mind and Behavior 5 (1984), 1�10.

Timo Airaksinen - 978-90-04-41030-5
Downloaded from Brill.com02/25/2020 01:38:34PM

via University of Helsinki



������� ���

<UN>

details of my case. The desire and its expression occur in a given social situa-
tion where the disambiguation is normally easy, although di���cult cases exist, 
too. A man tells a woman, I want you, and no one is immediately clear whether 
he wants a one-night stand or something like commitment. In such a case the 
person�s own beliefs about the case are decisive, if he has any beliefs about it. 
In many cases the person himself has no clear picture of what he means when 
he says it, and this gives rise to all kinds of post factum and ad hoc elucida-
tions and even apologies. Yet the rule is that by considering his own reasons in 
the situation the agent can form correct beliefs on them. If problems remain, 
which often is the case, they depend on the second hermeneutical problem, 
that is, explanation. To put it ��guratively, explanatory reasons are sometimes 
so deep that one has di���culties following the line of reasoning that leads to 
the ultimate values. Let us see what this means in detail.

Now, an expression of desire always reveals a proposition that mentions 
what is desired, or the expression should be disambiguated so that this hap-
pens. As we already have seen, what is desired forms a chain of needs and 
desires whose terms are relative to the direction from which they are viewed: 
from above they are needs (instrumental) and from below desires (goals).�� 
I also said that there is at the top end of this chain an ultimate desire that is 
as well the ��nal and conclusive reason for desiring. Actually, all the reasons 
that explain the desires in the chain are desires, from the point of view of the 
agent. The key question is, then, what the agent may and should believe about 
them. It is easy to say that he should know them all but as we will see, this is 
pragmatically a dubious conclusion. The requirement is exaggerated and as 
such impractical.

Suppose you want wine because you want to diversify your investment port-
folio; again this may mean more secure or more pro��table � let us say more 
secure. It may now sound unnecessary to ask why, but we can continue by say-
ing that you want to relax and sleep better. This is a ��gure of speech everybody 
can interpret; moreover, at this stage we may feel nothing can be added to the 
case. This is the ��nal and ultimate desire here, or is it the ��nal interpretation 
of the ��rst desire to invest in a certain way? The question is: do we have one 
or more desires here? I would say we have one desire and its several readings, 
or in this case to want wine and to sleep well form one strati��ed desire or a 
system where wine is given the position of instrumental need. Yet, I say simply 
I want wine.

I want ice cream because it is summer and my dad used to buy me some 
during the best summers of my life when I still was truly happy. What do I want 

��	 See also, Airaksinen, 2012.  
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now? It seems I want all that the narrative describes including ice cream but 
not ice cream simpliciter. The de dicto version of my desire now appears in 
full glory. My ��rst and simple desire is for ice cream, but then I can formulate 
my full desire on its basis: to relive the best summers of my life. �I want to be 
successful� can ��rst be disambiguated thus: I want that I achieve great things 
so that I am admired; or, I achieve something in life that is admirably great. 
This desire is explained by other desires located higher in the chain: I want to 
show that I am a great person, then I want to be the best of my kin, and ��nally I 
want to show that the way they treated me when I was a child was outrageously 
unjust. The development of such an explanatory chain of desires show that the 
initial desire is never what is really desired. It is also true that any link in the 
chain, except the last one, may not be independently desirable to the person. 
She may not care for ice cream as such but desires it anyway, on the condition 
that she needs it for starting her desire narrative. She desires it instrumentally. 
The highest level items in the desire chain are quite general and often meta-
phoric items whose e�fects then start resembling wish-ful��lment. Ice cream 
that is bought in the summer may make you happy in this sense. Perhaps sat-
is��ed desires always make you happy? You want to eat ice cream so that your 
childhood summer memories would return. When they arrive they satisfy your 
wish in the sense that you wanted them back. At the same time this memory 
is a surrogate of the summer itself, so that you get the summer back. In other 
words, this memory and the summer together form a metonymic pair.

The lesson to learn is this, in simple cases we can follow the chain of desires 
all the way to the top with little trouble, unlike in the complex cases where 
the higher desires get too fuzzy all too quickly. Therefore, the likelihood of the 
agent herself having valid beliefs about them is small. She may have some be-
liefs concerning why she wants what she wants, when the desire is vague and 
complex, but that is all. Perhaps she does not need more because the original 
formulation of the need in question is a kind of sign-post that indicates the 
direction she wants and expects her future life to take. In simple cases, if I 
want ice cream why does it matter what else I desire in this connection? The 
agent may have quite limited interests in knowing what she really wants, at 
least in normal cases, or as we also may put it, in innocent and harmless cases. 
I have my beliefs concerning ice cream, its taste and its e�fects on me, and that 
seems enough. Why would I start thinking of deeper motives in such an in-
nocent case? I may be worried about my current desire if it is too urgent, say, 
to be successful, and then I may ask and explore why I am so keen on success. 
Many desires worry us and our society as well, so that I may feel that a look at 
the deeper level of my desires is appropriate or even necessary. Alternatively,  
I may be too anxious to do so. Some desires and the related ideas of desirability 
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are scary. In many cases, of course, I deny what I ��nd there, or I even deny that 
such a deeper level exists. Such beliefs are self-deceptive.

We may now safely say that a person believes that her expressed desires 
have their explanations based on some higher level desires, which reduce the 
original desire into a mere need and occasionally explain why what I seeming-
ly desire is not prima facie attractive or likeable for me. As we will see, moral 
cases are especially relevant in this sense. It must be kept in mind that desires 
are a general source of personal anxiety and always strictly controlled in cul-
ture and society. The worry is that the higher level desires may reveal some-
thing that is shameful, improper, perverted, indecent, sick, abnormal, cursed, 
or immoral, or any combination of these. The second worry is that my needs 
or instrumental desires may look undesirable when I understand them as un-
conditional desires. I disapprove of alcohol but I now notice I need it and thus 
I say �I want alcohol.�

	 Moral Beliefs

Here the dogma of directionality or the direction of ��t makes a return: beliefs 
about the value and acceptability of what we desire restrict what we desire. 
This may show that desires are not independent of certain types of belief, or 
that desires ultimately behave like beliefs, all things considered. Here we dis-
tinguish between two possibilities: a negative belief concerning a given de-
sire, ��rst, restricts its acceptability and the area of application, and, second, 
changes the desire itself. The di�ference is, of course, that in the ��rst case belief 
does not touch the desire unlike in the second case. Perhaps we can say that in 
the ��rst case the belief/desire relationship is external and in the second case 
internal; obviously the internal case presents a more convincing threat to the 
direction of ��t thesis. How it does it is not immediately clear, though.

We may call bad desires normatively inadmissible, which means that they 
must be rejected or at least modi��ed according to what we believe about the 
desire and the world before and after we witness the desired change of the ac-
tual world. In fact, many desires and classes of desire are inadmissible, includ-
ing some or all instances of violent, criminal, sexual, and perverted desires.  
I may believe my desire is inadmissible in the sense that after its satisfaction 
the world has changed into a direction that displays not only a marked loss of 
utility but also a violation of norms that I want to support and sustain. Those 
norms may be essential to me and my image of my own personhood. If the rel-
evant desire cannot be changed, which is quite possible, I must drop it from my 
portfolio of desires. This is what I want to say: an inadmissible desire is not a 
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possible desire, as the agent sees it. Of course, many fuzzy cases come up in the 
course of real life but in morally relevant cases they should not be left as such. 
On the contrary, we must de-fuzzify them and make a ��rm decision whether 
a given desire is admissible or not. This is clear especially when we consid-
er actionist desires, that is, desires that invite a change of the world though 
my intentional action. Many desires are non-actionist of course, for instance,  
�I want her to love me� or �I want better service in that restaurant.� In both 
cases I am impotent.

Now, the crucial questions are, ��rst, do my moral beliefs restrict my non-
actionist desires and, second, do they restrict my desires as I entertain them 
in thought, imagination, and planning? This is analogous to the problem of 
whether non-actionist desires can be inadmissible. We observe that the cases 
above blend together when actionist desires drop out, in the following way. In 
the actionist cases, one may restrict or ban the action but keep the relevant 
desires intact, even if they were in some sense bad. It is possible that in non-
actionist cases some desires are inadmissible in the sense that they should not 
be entertained at all, or they should be rejected and forgotten. This is to say 
that you cannot, with clear conscience, sit and wait something bad and evil 
to happen, which also is what you desire, even if it is not of your own making. 
One can immediately ask, can you prevent that change of the world? If you 
can and do nothing, we meet a bad Samaritarian, but let us bypass it.�� Instead, 
we should discuss the stronger case in which I can do nothing to in��uence 
the bad situation � what then? I want you to die as painfully as possible, then 
you die of a horrible case of cancer; I am grati��ed and because of this also 
elated and happy. Should I think such desires are admissible? This example is 
closely related to banning the desires that are merely thought of, like Sigmund 
Freud�s fantasy wish-ful��lment, with no anticipation of any actual change of 
the world. A person may well su�fer because of knowing that they are inadmis-
sible. Bad thoughts and along with them non-actionist desires may torture a 
person and thus imply a need of psychotherapy.

Perhaps Freud can help us here. His narrative accounts of his patient�s prob-
lems are full of cases where they entertain mere wishes and still grossly su�fer 
from their inadmissible nature. They fantasize in ways that corrupt and ulti-
mately destroy their mental health. I cannot go any deeper into these issues, 
for obvious reasons. However, the following point is important: a healthy per-
son learns to control her desires as well as her thoughts, imagination, wishes, 
fantasies, etc. We really believe that we are responsible for our inadmissible 
thoughts, sometimes unreasonably sometimes not. Also, we educate young 

��	 See J. Feinberg, Harm to Others. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984, Ch. 4.
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people not to fantasize about wrong things and certainly not formulate bad 
desires because we think this actually increases the likelihood becoming a cor-
rupt person in the future. Nobody knows what we think and quietly desire but 
yet we should control it as if our inner world were not private. We are social 
animals, which goes a long way in explaining these facts. Many religious ide-
ologies emphasize something they call the purity of thought and soul, which 
presupposes the inadmissibility of bad thoughts.

This is to say, when we desire our desires are internally related to our beliefs 
concerning their admissibility and inadmissibility; they are not independent 
of the beliefs.�� Another and similar case is the evaluation of desire as to its 
basic realizability as well as the consequences of its actual realization. Suppose 
I want wine in the sense that I want to drink wine now. Such a desire, like all 
desires, is by its nature unrestricted or in a ��gurative sense in��nite. In a social-
normative vacuum, I want all I can possibly get, which can be called the om-
nipotence of desire � which certainly is socially an unrealistic and dangerous 
idea. I want her, in the sense that I want she is my wife; such a desire, when it is 
in��nite, is too demanding and for her scary. I cannot want all of her, whatever 
that may mean. I may also want and get a part of her, that part that is speci��ed 
by the social institution of marriage, or perhaps even less. All I can hope to get 
of her is a part, or a minimal part of an autonomous and free person. Analo-
gously with the case of wine I must have an idea what I may get and why. In 
this way I condemn, on the basis of my beliefs and consequent deliberations, 
the original in��nite desire as inadmissible; yet, its suitably restricted part is 
admissible.

I can drink some wine and marry the woman of my dreams; moreover, I can 
hope all is well because my beliefs that regulate my desires are accurate and 
form a good deliberative basis. I know how to ��t my desire to the world. Actual-
ly, I learn early in my life that in��nite desires, whether they are actionist or not, 
make me anxious and disappointed and thus should be avoided. Think about 
the following non-actionist case: I want Bill dead when this desire is in��nite. 
I do not restrict it any way as I really want him dead. I am not a murderer, so I 
wait and hope. I make inquiries about his life and try to ��nd some evidence of 
his imminent death. This ruins my own life and makes me unhappy, so I must 
push such a desire into the background thickets of my imagination and more 
or less try to forget it. It does not ��t the world that is so unwieldy. Therefore, 
I must admit that the omnipotence of desire is not only an invalid but also a 
dangerous idea. You never can have it all or all of it, so you must not desire it. 

��	 See also, T. Airaksinen, �Psychology of Desire and the Pragmatics of Betterment.� In Prag-
matism and Objectivity, S. Pihlström (Ed.). London: Routledge, 2017, pp. 223�238.
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If you desire it, you must carefully restrict your desire so that it ��ts the world. 
You must acquire valid beliefs about what is right and wrong in the world, how 
it works, and what can be expected to happen. Hence, you must teach yourself 
how to restrict desires on the basis of beliefs, and this applies to all kinds of de-
sires. Also, society expects it and may not tolerate too many unreasonable ex-
cursions by you into the ��eld of in��nite desires characterized by omnipotence 
fantasies. Moral education is another name for this process by means of which 
we make desires conform to the world. Desires must ��t the world.

	 The Demise of Directionality

Desires are supposed to place a demand on the world by asking it to change ac-
cording to what the person thinks is desirable. As I said above, two alternatives 
apply here. First, I desire what I desire and then I legislate on it on the grounds 
of what I believe about the world, my desires, myself, ethics, and other relevant 
things. This keeps desire and belief as two separate categories. In other words, 
I restrict, on the basis of my beliefs, what I desire. This however does not tell us 
much new about desire and its directionality. Beliefs should accurately re��ect 
and represent the world and desires place their corrected demands on it.

Second, desire represents the world in a certain way, and this violates the 
postulate of its unidirectionality, or its typical direction of ��t. It is no longer 
the case that desire insists on a certain type of world because now desire, along 
with belief, must ��t the world, too. When I desire I hope, suppose, or insist 
that the world can and will change in a certain desirable way but I also realize 
that my desire must ��t the world in order to be possible and admissible. Oth-
erwise I terminate it and move on to replace it with something else. This is to 
say that desire itself contains a representative element, which is dependent on 
beliefs that are internally related to the desire in question. The simplest case 
is, of course, a desire whose realization I believe is impossible. This makes the 
desire impossible. Suppose I cannot formulate a clear idea of what I desire 
or I do not know what I want, therefore my desire is, in this sense, semanti-
cally inadmissible. Moral beliefs constitute, however, the strongest examples:  
I want Bill dead but I believe this is wrong � the desire is inadmissible. The rea-
son for this is that the belief in question puts a wrong type of demand on the 
world. Moral beliefs are special in this respect: they both represent the world 
and legislate on it by making a demand on how the world should be. In this 
case the world should be such that Bill lives. My normative belief makes my 
desire inadmissible by at the same time con��icting with my desire and having 
an overriding status. Notice that all these conclusions presuppose the validity 

Timo Airaksinen - 978-90-04-41030-5
Downloaded from Brill.com02/25/2020 01:38:34PM

via University of Helsinki



������� ���

<UN>

of the analysis of the internal relationship of belief and desire. This very fact 
gives desire its representative character. Desire must ��t the world as well as 
the world must ��t the desire. Desires that do not ��t the world are inadmissible 
and should be dropped from one�s portfolio of desire. We can, via possible and 
admissible desires, read how the world is and how it can be.

Let me consider the last simple examples. I want ice cream in the sense that 
I want to eat ice cream now. Moreover, I want to eat only one cone because I 
believe the second helping is too much, so that such a desire becomes inadmis-
sible. In this way my current desire takes into account the fact that too much of 
the good stu�f is bad for me and a fortiori undesirable. In this way, my second 
desire represents the world according to my normative beliefs: it represents 
the world of excess. Suppose I want to kill Bill. The realization of this desire 
creates a possible world that I cannot accept, or the world of murder and may-
hem. Hence, I struggle against the desire that represents such a bad world. It is 
not the case that ��rst I formulate an in��nite desire and then restrict it; on the 
contrary, I formulate the desire in such a way that it respects the nature of the 
world where I hope it can and will be realized. Omnipotent fantasy wishes are 
another thing, of course. In this sense well-formed desires represent the world 
in which they can be satis��ed. By looking at my well-formed desires you can 
tell something about the world. Does this answer Wollheim�s challenge? Does 
the total collection of my desires represent a certain world or at least a certain 
type of world? A mature, well informed, and independent person has a portfo-
lio of desires that go a long way into that direction.

In sum: I often struggle against desire, which is to say I do not accept the 
possible world that is entailed by satis��ed desires. Those desires do not ��t the 
world I want to create, accept, and occupy. Suppose I desire A which entails a 
possible world that exempli��es something I do not accept and, therefore, I do 
not accept the world A represents. It follows that I replace A with B, which I 
can accept. The crucial fact is that in such a case my desire, that is desire for B, 
depends on how the world is. My desire for A does not ��t the world as it should 
in order to be admissible. A represents a wrong world. Certainly desires are 
dependent on beliefs concerning the possible world they represent but desire 
for A is a wrong type of desire that tries to change the world but is not allowed 
to do so. A simply represents a bad world. Desires can tell us how the world is.

�

Timo Airaksinen - 978-90-04-41030-5
Downloaded from Brill.com02/25/2020 01:38:34PM

via University of Helsinki





������� ���

<UN>

not so laudable objects such as violence and murder. Be this as it may, we say 
natural desires depend on a special class of push generated mental states and 
processes.

Perhaps the easiest way to distinguish between the push and pull theories 
of desire is to use Thomas Nagel´s distinction between motivated and unmoti-
vated desires. Push theories deal with unmotivated desires. Nagel says the for-
mer �assail us� but the latter are �arrived at by decision and after deliberation.�� 
The ��rst description is given in terms of a metaphor (assail), which seems to 
be apt but at the same time incongruent with the second, perfectly literary 
or metonymic idea (deliberation and decision). My suggestion is to say that 
the push theories work without reasons and pull theories utilize reasons that 
allow one to identify an object as desirable. Think about the desire to eat. My 
relevant bodily deprivation pushes or drives me towards food and eating: if I 
believe it is food I make an attempt to eat it. But suppose the food is repulsive, 
or not desirable, which may well stop the drive. Obviously, the push and pull 
are not fully independent of each other, except if hunger is very strong. This 
does not refute the idea that push desire fails to employ reasons � the point is, 
the source of desire is elsewhere and reasons are just side-constraints.

The next question is, what should we say about Nagel�s idea of decision and 
deliberation? The idea of deliberation may sound odd in this context: nor-
mally, the emergence of desire does not depend on deliberation although the 
selection of its object may show an in��uence of deliberation. I want a new car 
and then I choose the brand and the individual vehicle after deliberating it. 
Finally, I tell the sales person I want this particular vehicle. This may be true 
but we may still ask, can I decide on the basis of deliberation that I want a new 
car? Suppose I want a new car because my old is a wreck, it stopped working, 
and I need a car. Thus, I have my perfectly good reasons for wanting a new car. 
When I deliberate my situation, I notice that I want a new car, but to say that 
I decide to desire a new car is certainly beside the point. The relevant desire 
hits me when I notice that I have my reasons that make a new car a desirable 
proposition. De dicto, I want a new car on the basis of my considerations or 
deliberations of the desirability of a new car in my current life situation. But, 
de re, I do not have an object of desire yet. It is impossible to go and buy a car 
simpliciter. If you go to a dealership and say �I want one new car, please,� they 
will think you are out of your mind. Now you must make a decision concerning 
exactly what kind of car you want. I wonder if this de re case is what Nagel has 


	 T. Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979. See the discussion 
by G.E. Schueler, Desire. Cambridge, MA: ��� Press, 1995, pp. 16�17.
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in mind? You need to reach a stage in the life of the desire when you are able 
to say, �I want this vehicle� and point to it. Next, you may or may not form an 
intention to buy it. Its price tag may stop you from buying it.

I am not sure, however, at what stage the decision comes into the picture, 
at the level of de re desire or the intention to buy a particular vehicle. I sus-
pect the correct idea is to say that intention and deliberation belong together, 
which is to say that the de re desire may not be based on a decision. You work 
your way through all the alternatives until you ��nd what you want and then 
it is time to decide whether to buy it or not, which means an intention to buy 
or no intention at all.� What has happened is that you start with your de dicto 
desire and the relevant desirability conditions, you specify them step by step 
until you have a de��nite description of a relevant object, and there you have a 
de re object of desire. Notice that you work all the time at the level of desirabil-
ity conditions and only in a secondary sense at the level of desires. Desires as 
if emerge because of the given desirability conditions, given the relevant, com-
plex beliefs concerning the situation. In this perspective, we might invoke the 
idea of supervenience: desire supervenes on the desirability conditions of its 
intentional object plus the beliefs concerning the relevant background facts. 
Of course, Nagel is correct if he says you can deliberate on the desirability con-
ditions, not always but at least sometimes. Some of them just appear to you or 
are undeniable, like beauty, pleasure, and intuitive moral goodness. A beautiful 
object is intrinsically desirable; whether you desire it or not depends on your 
beliefs concerning the case. You cannot decide whether beauty is desirable or 
not and neither can you decide on what you believe. Of course, you may de-
liberate on whether the object is truly beautiful and whether your beliefs are 
valid, but that is all. In sum: I follow the Nagel�s lead by saying that push theo-
ries need not mention reasons unlike pull theories. Pull desires are motivated 
because they are dependent of their desirability conditions.

Now, the key problem concerning any naturalistic push theory of desire 
concerns actions; the pull theories of desire have no essential connection to 
action or bodily behaviour. I can desire in situations where action is not pos-
sible. For instance, my desire entails an intention not to act or to stay passive. 
Push theories, on the contrary, look as if they were necessarily action oriented, 
or are they? Desire, as such, is not a motive for action, and thus if push theory 
is going to be a theory of desire, it must allow for push without action. This is to 
say some push desires or drives have only mental consequences just like some 
pull desires that only shape one�s mental landscape. Of course, push desire can 

�	 On desire and intention, see my �An Introduction to Desire,� Homo Oeconomicus 31 (2014), 
447�461, pp. 449�450.
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do the same. Here we need to imagine a case in which one does not refrain 
from action merely because of one�s beliefs, for instance, that the action is too 
costly. We need an example of a case where action is impossible because of 
its description; the description is then intrinsically non-actionist. An example 
of the ��rst case is, �I was hungry but I did not start eating because the top dog 
wanted food.� I am not sure good examples of the second case exist; all the 
possible cases look actionist in nature, like �I am afraid of him and therefore 
I want to be quiet.� Notice that you need not deliberate your fear that brings 
about quiescence. This is an actionist case in disguise. Perhaps this works:  
�I want Bill dead,� uttered by a person who is deeply committed to non-violence 
but who passionately hates Bill. Now his hatred brings about the push towards 
the death of Bill as the object of his desire. Yet, I do not want to kill Bill. In what 
follows, I suppose drives are desires along with the motivated pull desires. 
I will specify the relation between the two types of desire at the end of this  
paper.�

A good example of actionist push theory of desire comes from F.H. Bradley, 
who writes in his Ethical Studies,

The essence of desire for an object would thus be the feeling of our af-
��rmation in the idea of something not ourself, felt against our feeling of 
ourself as, without the object, void and negated; and it is the tension of 
this relation which produces motion. 

I call this de��nition negative, actionist, and semi-naturalistic. The de��nition 
also makes explicit a traditional, actually Platonic, but today often neglected 
problem, namely, whether the proper object of desire is positive or negative. 
Most philosophers today seem to think that desire is dependent on something 
positive whereas the tradition says it is all negative. A person is not complete 
without the object of desire, and therefore, when she believes this is the case 
she also desires the object, or she is driven to desire the object. Bradley�s de��-
nition above is Platonic in that he speaks of the inner void and personal nega-
tion in the sense that what I lack is, metaphorically, like an open gash in my 
soul. If I desire something that logically entails that I miss it or I do not have 
it. Moreover, this lack is anxious, or the person feels she is �void and negated.� 
We cannot desire what we already have, this is true, and hence I always de-
sire what I do not have. But this is not all that Bradley and the Platonists say. 

­	 Aristotle systematically distinguishes between push and pull theories, or irrational and ratio-
nal desires; see G. Pearson, Aristotle on Desire. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012, 
p. 201.

�	 F.H. Bradley, Ethical Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1927, p. 68.
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They drastically simplify the idea of what a person does not have by making 
the lack categorical in the sense that without it the person is not what she 
should be. This is an oversimpli��cation as the lack may as well be relative and  
conditional.

Suppose I want money. Does this fact logically entail that I (categorically) 
do not have money and, hence, this is the reason why I want it? If this is so, 
my categorical lack of money is a negative state of a�fairs that psychological-
ly speaking indicates an anxious mental state, which I need to attend to and 
also amend. When the world changes favourably and I get money the mental 
disturbance vanishes, which is to say the relevant desire is satis��ed. An obvi-
ous problem then arises, namely, my lack of money is a problem only if I ��nd 
money desirable and I desire money. This makes the lack conditional on a de-
sire. If I do not desire money, however good and desirable I may ��nd moneyed 
existence, I am ��ne even when I do not have money, which is to say that the 
idea of the negatively characterized object of desire is problematic to the core. 
In other words, the categorical negative characterization of the lack of money 
itself cannot be a part of the de��nition of the relevant desire. We need a condi-
tional characterization, that is, lack of money is bad only on the condition that 
you want money. The idea of lack logically entails a relevant desire when we 
mean a painful or otherwise disturbing de��ciency. Looking back to Bradley´s 
de��nition, I certainly do not want to be �void and negated�; on the contrary,  
I want to be fully and positively recognized or recognizable.

What happens when I have money and I still want more money? In this 
case the lack of money is relative and conditional. If I already have money  
I cannot want money simpliciter, because you cannot want what you have, 
but I can want more money. In a way, I lack money but only in a relative sense. 
Also, if I want more money than I already have the previous logical problem 
concerning the characterization of lack does not matter. Now I have money 
and I want more of it: I want more only if I want money; if I want money,  
I want more money. This is unproblematic. To want more looks like a positive 
characterization although it also implies a relative lack. Therefore, I can still 
say I lack money, that is, the money that I now want. A rich man thinks he 
sorely lacks something, that is, more money. If he had enough he would not 
want more, as he may argue, but because he still lacks so much, compared to 
what is enough, he wants more. This example shows that the problem of the 
negative or positive characterization of the desired change of the world is a 
bogus problem. The di�ference between them is semantic or stipulative. More 
money or love is always a good thing as such but on the other hand it entails 
a de��nite and permanent but relative lack of the good thing. This looks like 
paradox: as long as you desire you must feel that you are missing something, 
although you just want more of it. Your desire for one more million or an extra 
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lover is not an expression of real lack of something good; what you want is 
more of the good thing. A major di�ference obtains between a person who has 
no money or love and the person who has plenty but never enough. What we 
see here is something like greed in action. Therefore, both Bradley and, as we 
will see, Russell are wrong, however di�ferent their philosophical perspectives 
may ultimately be.

Another way of putting the same point concerning the positive and nega-
tive characterizations of desire is in terms of enjoyment and felt relief. Some-
times you desire an object that brings you pure enjoyment, like a new car, or 
you may serve and satisfy your greed by getting more money. Sometimes you 
aim at equilibrium, as in the case where lack of love troubles you and therefore 
you want to ��nd love. The result is relief. In this way the aim of your positive 
desire is enjoyment and negative desire relief, which in itself is an emotionally 
neutral mental episode.

How does Bradley�s theory deal with the problem of desirability and its rela-
tion to actual desiring? The problem is that one can desire anything, includ-
ing perhaps harming oneself.� Some philosophers have explained desirability 
in terms of pleasure, value, or reward. Accordingly, one ��nds an object worth 
desiring because one hopes to ��nd pleasure, the object appears to be valu-
able, or it is believed to be rewarding as such. To hurt one�s enemy may not 
be valuable or even pleasurable but it certainly is rewarding. Binge drinking 
of alcohol may bring about pleasure even if it is not rewarding as such and 
hardly valuable either. To donate money for the poor is not pleasant but it may 
be rewarding, and it certainly is valuable. Such considerations prove nothing, 
though, since for instance Bradley refers to the tension within that drives the 
agent to move and act on her desire in order to relieve the tension, as he calls it. 
All kinds of potential sources of tension exist but some of them become actual 
and even urgent so that they bring about action. It is hardly necessary to adopt 
Bradley�s simple actionism without quali��cations. According to his theory, the 
goal of desiring is to remove a felt tension that is a type of mental pain. There-
fore, the object of desire is pain reduction � I already argued against such an  
idea.

What brings about desire, according to Bradley, is not the desirable object as 
such; what brings about desire is the lack of the object or the fact that I do not 
possess it. I focus on the object more or less clearly, at least so clearly that I can 

�	 See H. Pickard, �Self-Harm as Violence: When Victim and Perpetrator Are One.� In Women 
and Violence: The Agency of Victims and Perpetrators, H. Widdows and H. Marway (Eds.). Lon-
don: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015, pp. 71�90; and M. Stocker, �Desiring the Bad: An Essay on 
Moral Psychology,� Journal of Philosophy 76 (1979), 738�753.
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see what I miss � this is painful and then my desire emerges. Notice that this 
explanation does not apply to small and personally insigni��cant types of lack. 
Yet, when told in this way the push theoretical narrative is naturalistic or in 
this sense causalistic: I aim at something I believe to be desirable and I feel the 
void when I face the lack or the loss of the object. This I experience as mental 
tension that feels like pain and ��nally I formulate a desire that may lead to ac-
tion, the context allowing. Also notice Bradley�s account of desirability: I ��nd 
desirable anything that alleviates my bad feeling of being �void and negated.� 
If I want to be a good father I indeed will feel void and negated as long as I am 
not a good father. Once the world changes so that I am a good father all is well; 
or, all is well as long as I believe I am a good father.

Anyway, the main point is that desirability alone cannot generate desire. 
It is only when the lack of the desirable object becomes painful enough in a 
suitable context that desire emerges in order to compensate for the loss and 
the lack in one�s soul. However, as I said above, such a negative theory is not 
so easy to accept. In some cases no such tension may occur. As I said above, 
the problems concentrate around small desires. Suppose I want ice-cream. I 
��nd it di���cult to believe that anyone would feel �void and negated� without 
a cone of ice-cream. Here the lack of ice-cream (push) may not be important 
at all compared to the temptation of eating ice-cream (pull). Suppose I want 
beer but I also feel it may be a bad idea. Hence, the lack of beer does not feel 
bad at all but having a beer still feels wonderfully tempting. Indeed, both the 
lack of the desired object and having it may be tempting, as long as having it 
remains more so.

	 Russell on Desire

In his Analysis of Mind, Bertrand Russell ��rst presents an account of the cogni-
tive theories of desire and then his own naturalistic and behaviourist ideas. 
He divides the theories into push and pull theories.� I suppose he knew Brad-
ley�s views because he certainly knew his main theories and works. In his own 
times, Bradley was famous and his books widely read: sic transit gloria mundi. 
Push theories are similar to Bradley�s theory, which says an agent is pushed to 
formulate a desire and then act on it because of the painful tension he feels. Or, 
as he says, the tension brings about motion. A pull theory is a theory according 
to which the agent feels the pull or attraction of the desirable objects he faces, 

�	 See also A. Kenny, Action, Emotion and Will. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969, Ch. �.
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or perhaps he imagines them. Desirability entails attraction and focuses on a 
hope for, say, a reward or relief. The two theories can be summarized as follows:

Push Theory: An agent feels unpleasantly disturbed and then she either 
withdraws from the situation or compensates for the feeling of displea-
sure by doing something appropriate; if she believes that she can do 
something about the disturbance she desires whatever it is.

Pull Theory: The person ��nds an object desirable and as such attractive 
in the sense that it promises so much situational good that the agent be-
lieves he now has a good reason to consider it, which entails the relevant 
desire.

Also an irrational version of pull theory may exist, namely, I have a reason not 
to desire although I still do. I desire X although I know X is de��nitely not go-
ing to happen, which constitutes a reason not to desire, or rationally I should 
not desire X. In such cases, I may use a special counterfactual expression like 
�I would have liked X to happen.� For example, more indirectly �I should have 
been a male model,� when it did not happen � which masks the desire in ques-
tion, or �I would have wanted X to happen.�� This expresses a kind of nostalgia 
for my long-lost opportunity to desire for X. I will argue that both theories are 
needed when one develops a full theory of desire. The pull theory is inade-
quate alone because it cannot explain the urgency or strength of some desires; 
the push theory is too stubbornly actionist and, moreover, it cannot handle 
hope � in this sense it is not a complete theory. Surprisingly, at least some push 
theories can accommodate wish-ful��lment.

Let us now concentrate on Bertrand Russell�s version of the push theory, 
which he defends energetically, although not always with clarity or care, in his 
hastily composed little book. Say, I am itching, which is a highly motivating 
feeling, in the sense that I want to stop it. No more itching is my desired psycho-
logical equilibrium state, and thus I am driven to act accordingly: I scratch.� If I  
cannot, I am still inclined to act, or I would scratch if I could; and I know in nor-
mal conditions I can do so. Moreover, my beliefs concerning the desire related 
states of a�fairs are supposed to be valid. In other words, I believe I can allevi-
ate the relevant bad feelings by certain means when the feeling brings about 
my desire, whose Russellian, radically revisionist push de��nition is as follows:

�	 In some languages, e.g. in Finnish, Spanish, Italian, and French this is a normal way of de-
scribing the situation; in French, j’aurai voulu (Futur antérieur).

�	 See S. Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Tr. J. Strachey. New York: Norton, 1920/1961, pp. 3�4.
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The initial mental occurrence involving discomfort is called a �desire� for 
the state of a�fairs that brings acquiescence.

Desire has a purpose:

The state of a�fairs in which this condition of quiescence is achieved is 
called the �purpose� of the cycle.��

The discomfort in question brings about action towards the state of a�fairs 
whose occurrence alleviates it. For this to happen, the person must entertain 
a belief to the e�fect that the desired remedy works as intended. This is a push 
theory because �[we] must suppose that the stimulus to the performance of 
each act is an impulsion from behind, not an attraction from the future.� Or, in 
other words, what we have here is �a push, not a pull, an impulsion away from 
the actual, rather than an attraction toward an ideal.��� This sounds clear.

Russell�s theory is simple if it merely says that some states of discomfort are 
connected to beliefs concerning their alleviation and hence desire refers not 
to anticipated disappearance of the discomfort but to the fact of discomfort it-
self. In other words, I desire anything that I believe will bring about quiescence 
or status quo or equilibrium of the mind. The question is, what is the object 
of desire? Example: I want money and that indicates an uncomfortable state 
of disequilibrium, or a desire. I can ��x it by getting money. That is why I say I 
desire money. Money is now the object of my desire, although it is mere means 
for the purpose of a desire, which is mental equilibrium. The initial disequi-
librium causally makes me act according to my belief about what helps in this 
very case. In this way a push theory avoids the problem of intentional objects 
of desire and their desirability conditions, which are impossible to handle in 
terms of the extensionalist language of science. Any disequilibrium is causally 
and non-cognitively motivating and thus one can learn what to do in order 
to ��x the problem even without thinking of it. I just do what I have learned I 
must do to make myself comfortable again � or, I may be conditioned to act in 
a functional manner. Russell says, I believe, that scratching (purpose) alleviates 
discomfort (desire) and hence I scratch (motions). Next, I automatically revise 
my belief system to the e�fect that scratching helps if I act accordingly. Hence, 
I desire scratching, which is the purpose of the relevant desire in service of the 

��	 B. Russell, The Analysis of Mind. London: Allen & Unwin, 1921. I have used the Digireads.
com Book, 2008.

��	 Russell, 1921, p. 31.
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act cycle. This is of course unintuitive because now one desires the means and 
not the end-state. In other words, according to Russell, one does not desire 
relief but what brings about relief. Perhaps we should call it an instrumentalist 
theory of desire. Push and pull theories are radically di�ferent, of course. The 
object of desire in the pull theory is not the same as the purpose in the push 
theory where the focus is on instrumental desire or need: you need to scratch 
if you itch. However, in the pull theory what is desired is an intentional object; 
we think of how to get rid of the problem, when we are advised by our relevant 
beliefs. In push theory, desire spontaneously tracks its own disappearance, 
which here means something like satisfaction.

Unconscious belief: Let us next take a look at Russell�s important distinction 
between conscious and unconscious desire because this allows us to see how 
di�ferent the push and pull theories really are. He says, a �desire is called �con-
scious� when it is accompanied by a true belief as to the state of a�fairs that will 
bring quiescence, otherwise it is called �unconscious�.��� Suppose I su�fer from a 
terrible headache and I wrongly believe that it will be alleviated by a medicine 
man�s inspired dance around my sickbed, when explanation is brain cancer 
in need of surgery. Now, what I desire is the medicine man�s visit and his in-
spired dance around my bed because I believe this helps better than anything 
else. Russell calls such a desire unconscious, which may sound mystical. Here 
is how I understand the idea. My cycle of desire and action in this case has its 
purpose, that is the inspired dance, and thus I aim at the best help against my 
present state of disequilibrium, or desire. I act accordingly. The point is that 
my desire for the medicine man�s action brings about results that in fact indi-
cate a purpose that is di�ferent from the original restitution of the equilibrium 
state of mind. I do not know what that purpose is as I think falsely that it is 
the equilibrium of no headache. What is the e�fect the dance brings about? 
Let us say it is the medicine man getting some money from me. This key fact is 
hidden from me and hence my desire is unconscious in the sense that I do not 
know what the inspired dance is for, hence my actions have their unintended 
consequences. Russell says the unconscious desire is to provide money to the 
medicine man. If my relevant beliefs concerning the e�fects of my actions are 
correct, they aim at the purpose that is the same as the intended purpose of my 
desire. This is now a conscious desire because its whole structure is transpar-
ent to me. Wrong beliefs mask the purpose so that it will remain obscure to me 
and in this sense unconscious.

As one may suggest, contra Russell, I do not desire the medicine man�s dance 
because it does not help, and yet it prevents me from understanding what my 

�
	 Russell, 1921, p. 35.
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real desire is, that is, the thing that helps. Accordingly, my real desire remains 
unconscious. It exists although it is unknown and in this sense unconscious. 
However, according to Russell, real desire is necessarily conscious. Let us see 
what happens here. When the medicine man dances he brings about e�fects I 
cannot see or understand. This is because I falsely expect my headache vanish. 
His dance serves another purpose than the original one but because I cannot 
understand, realise, know, or imagine what it is, it is unconscious or hidden. 
We can also say I confuse two di�ferent desires, that whose purpose is getting 
rid of the headache and another one whose purpose is unconscious to me. 
In this sense, some desires are unconscious because we have a wrong idea of 
their purpose and the e�fects of the desired actions. When I believe that brain 
surgery helps, as it does, the whole cycle becomes conscious: I will reach the 
purpose that is present in my mind. The medicine man�s dance, on the other 
hand, brings about a purpose I do not know, that is, an unconscious purpose.

When the medicine man dances, what is the hidden purpose of his actions? 
Suppose it is wish-ful��lment. Surprisingly, Russell�s theory can accommodate 
the Freudian idea of wish-ful��lment; or perhaps this should be expected be-
cause Russell is in��uenced by Freud at this stage. Now, when the medicine 
man dances that dance may well make me feel better. This is because I hope it 
works, or as I realize, hope in this case is not based on warranted relevant be-
liefs, which makes it a wish. I wish I become better, and hence the dance makes 
me feel better as if directly and not via a link to my headache. Therefore, the 
dance works as wish-ful��lment. I wish it helps and indeed it helps because it 
directly satis��es my wish. Perhaps this is how the patient reasons: I want him 
to dance because that alleviates my pain; he is dancing; hence, my desire is sat-
is��ed; and because my desire is satis��ed, my pain is alleviated. In other words, 
I use modus ponens: If he dances, pain disappears; he dances; therefore, pain 
disappears. As I see it, most Russellian unconscious desires may work in this 
way. This also explains their popularity and sustainability in the long run. They 
work although only in the sense of wish-ful��lment. As such the dance has no 
relevant e�fect; it does not change the world in any such direction. Yet it satis-
��es my need for cure.

As Russell himself writes, �a belief that something is desired has often a ten-
dency to cause the very desire that is believed in.��� Perhaps this should read: 
�the very cure that is believed in.� He may mean that the belief in a cure is 
the cure. As he actually writes, he says that a belief that I have a painful situa-
tion may bring about the pain � this is true, too. By desire Russell, as we know, 
means the original state of disequilibrium, which does not make sense here. 

��	 Russell, 1921, p. 34.
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He cannot mean that, say, a belief in a brain operation may bring about pain-
ful headache. However, consider this example: I think of beer and that very 
thought that beer is desired makes me painfully thirsty, when drinking beer 
cures the desire called thirst as a lust for alcohol. In other words, a belief that 
something works by helping to solve a painful problem (desire) has the para-
doxical tendency either to cause the very e�fect (cure, purpose) that is desired, 
or to bring about the problem (disequilibrium, desire). Says Russell, �It is this 
fact that makes the e�fect of �consciousness� on desire so complicated.��� This is 
what wish-ful��lment does.

Suppose I take arsenic to cure my headache. Now the unconscious purpose 
is my imminent death because that is the e�fect of arsenic. It does not take 
long to learn that the method is wrong and thus the mistaken belief vanishes 
because it was an unconscious desire to die, as I will learn. In the case of the 
medicine man�s dance this does not happen. The dance has no adverse con-
sequences and therefore we have hard time learning anything from it. Yet, it 
satis��es my wish in the special sense of wish-ful��lment. Concerning hope, it 
is easy to see that we can ��nd no role for hope in Russell�s theory. Desire is an 
action based mechanism that works or does not work. To talk about hope is 
to talk about a pull theory: we hope that we get the object that exerts the pull. 
In the push theory, the push starts a causal mechanism that either ful��ls its 
purpose or it does not. Hope entails a kind of psychological uncertainty no 
push theory may recognize. The mechanism makes me act without interven-
ing thoughts.

Russell says, the scienti��cally uninformed mind entertains mostly uncon-
scious desires, which is true. People pray for God to heal them and so they re-
sort to wish-ful��lment: the prayer is the cure quite independently of its causal 
e�fects; here the �is� is the �is� of identity, or prayer is in itself the cure. How-
ever, what he may mean is this: when my belief system is corrected so that I 
learn the falsehood of my present beliefs my desire for the medicine man�s 
visit disappears along with my beliefs. My desire was, in this way, conditional 
on false beliefs while the desire for, say, a surgical operation as a cure for my 
headache would be dependent on a true belief. But why is a magical desire 
called unconscious? I do not think Russell succeeds in making this clear. What 
he could say is that, counterfactually, if I knew that the operation helps I would 
desire it. In this way, my desire for an operation is unconscious, or should we 
say, latent. Figuratively speaking, the desire slumbers waiting my better beliefs 
to wake it up. Again, Russell de��nitely does not say so. According to him, I 
may think I desire something I do not desire. This happens when the chosen  

�­	 Russell, 1921, p. 34.
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purpose does not exist, in the sense that the purported cure in fact does not 
work against the disequilibrium in question. In other words, when I say I desire 
X, I may be wrong. I say I want to see the medicine man dancing when in fact 
I do not. According to pull theory, this is impossible because desire is a subjec-
tive a�fair. I cannot desire without believing I desire. According to push theory 
my existence of desire depends on the truth of some key propositions because 
it purports to be a naturalistic theory. It follows that I can desire without be-
lieving I desire, or I desire X and I think I desire Y.

Secondary desires: Another rather surprising Russellian invention is what he 
calls a secondary desire. He writes,

A secondary desire, derived from a false judgment as to a primary desire, 
has its own power of in��uencing action, and is therefore a real desire 
according to our de��nition. But it has not the same power as a primary 
desire of bringing thorough satisfaction when it is realized; so long as the 
primary desire remains unsatis��ed, restlessness continues in spite of the 
secondary desire�s success. Hence arises a belief in the vanity of human 
wishes: the vain wishes are those that are secondary, but mistaken beliefs 
prevent us from realizing that they are secondary.� 

Russell�s point looks like this: unconscious desire has its purpose, which I 
sometimes adopt as a new and known purpose. I su�fer from recurring head-
aches and desire massage to cure it. This involves an unconscious desire be-
cause massage does not help. However, I learn that massage relieves tension by 
relaxing me, and hence I accept it as the new purpose. I have thus acquired a 
new conscious desire. In fact, I have created a secondary desire that is still tied 
to the primary one, the cure of my headaches, whatever it is. As Russell says, 
the secondary desire is problematic. It successfully serves its own purpose, that 
is, relaxation which relieves tension. Hence the desire is real and conscious, 
yet it does not eliminate the primary problem, or headache. In some cases the 
secondary purpose may even make the situation worse. Every time I have a 
headache I order massage, which indeed is dysfunctional in the long run. To 
follow Russell here, he says life becomes better if such secondary desires can 
be dropped, which in my example is quite obvious, but only if the primary de-
sire can then be taken care of, that is, the real cure can be found. The secondary 
purpose o�fers at least some comfort to me. Anyway, the secondary desire may 
make the elimination of the primary one more di���cult.

��	 Russell, 1921, p. 34.
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The de��nition of secondary desire is as follows: A secondary desire is a new 
desire that emerges from the realization that an unconscious purpose has cer-
tain good e�fects. These con��rm the new purpose and thus the secondary de-
sire becomes conscious and real, when it serves the new purpose, even if it is 
misdirected. In the case of a secondary desire, its purpose tracks the original 
purpose. In the case of the primary desire, the desired action tracks the pur-
pose. Secondary desire: I notice that some actions feel good, thus I will de-
sire them (the means determine the goal). Primary desire: I do not feel good, 
this is why I will desire whatever makes me feel good (the goal determines the 
method).

Another example that is more in line with Russell�s own rather ��orid rheto-
ric is as follows. Any secondary desire results from a misunderstood primary 
desire, as follows: I want to kill Bill, which desire is based on my disturbing 
bitterness towards Bill caused by his earlier actions. However, I believe that 
revenge is both morally wrong and prudentially speaking dangerous, which 
worries me; on this basis I do not want to kill Bill but this again entails a false 
belief about what would bring quiescence to me, instead of killing Bill, that 
is, an act omission. The omission then determines a secondary desire: I want 
to do nothing as I feel this helps against mental disturbance. So, in order to 
void a motivational con��ict between killing and not killing, I want to travel 
around the world � this sounds like a third-level desire that is consonant with 
the original omission. Very quickly I notice I do not enjoy the trip as much as 
I should; and the reason is my primary desire for revenge, which still indicates 
an unresolved mental con��ict. Then I go and kill Bill and return, and the rest 
of the trip is perfectly lovely, which shows that the belief concerning the e�fect 
of my trip was false. Russell�s own exposition here is too hurried and sketchy to 
allow a more faithful exposition.

Desired Beliefs: Russell�s third interesting point concerns desire for beliefs. 
This looks like an interesting topic. Suppose I believe I do not live for ever  
and this causes considerable discomfort to me, hence I desire eternal life. I 
realize this is possible only if there is a good God and, therefore, I want to be-
lieve the good God exists. I also believe God helps me, from which it follows 
that I can live forever. This is another instance of wish-ful��lment, which we 
discussed above. Russell writes,

This desire for beliefs, as opposed to desire for the actual facts, is a par-
ticular case of secondary desire, and, like all secondary desires its satis-
faction does not lead to a complete cessation of the initial discomfort. 
Nevertheless, desire for beliefs, as opposed to desire for facts, is exceed-
ingly potent both individually and socially. According to the form of be-
lief desired, it is called vanity, optimism, or religion. [�] It is very largely 

Timo Airaksinen - 978-90-04-41030-5
Downloaded from Brill.com02/25/2020 01:38:34PM

via University of Helsinki



��	��� ��� 	��� �������� �� ������

<UN>

through desires for beliefs that the primitive nature of desire has become 
so hidden, and that the part played by consciousness has been so confus-
ing and so exaggerated.��

According to Russell, such a desire for a desirable belief, or for the truth of 
such a belief, is an example of secondary desire and of course of unconscious 
desire. As we know, a mere belief can alleviate the discomfort that brings about 
the desired belief in question. Nevertheless, my belief that there is a good God 
who provides me with eternal life may not fully justify the idea that eternal 
life is available, and therefore some pain continues. Russell also says that the 
belief in God exempli��es an unconscious belief if it is false � let us suppose 
so. This is to say it cannot bring about the ��nal quiescence even if it may pro-
duce optimism and give the person more courage to meet the pain of mortal 
existence. Thus emerges a new desire for God�s help. The belief in God works 
now like the dancing medicine man. Dancing and believing have their e�fects 
that are not quite what one wants, but they produce, anyway, e�fects that may 
be bene��cent. But because they are not the e�fects that are originally wanted, 
they do not produce the ��nal quiescence. The new purpose is the relief general 
optimism provides. All this is psychologically plausible. When I say I believe 
that God gives me an eternal life, this phrase hides not only the unconscious 
desire for eternal life but also the conscious secondary desire for a more op-
timistic attitude towards the ever troubling possibility of the personal end of 
life. Russell�s ideas concerning desire are coherent and interesting but I must 
say they also are unintuitively formulated. He aims to refute the cognitivist 
non-naturalistic theories of desire and, therefore, his approach is radically dif-
ferent from them. However, Russell may well be right when he thinks that a 
push theory must be formulated in a language that does not respect the intu-
itions derived from a pull theory. I will argue that pull theory is more funda-
mental than push theory but at the same time some idea of push is needed in 
the complete theory of desire.

	 Desirability Demysti��ed

I will defend the following position: instrumental desire or need can be un-
derstood according to the naturalistic push theory although the ��nal desired 
state of a�fairs, Russell�s purpose, can be understood only via the cognitive and 
teleological pull model. A simple example illustrates this. Suppose I love Mary 
and I want her to be mine � what it means �to be mine� is an open question of 

��	 Russell, 1921, p. 35.
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course but let it be so. According to Russell, this state of a�fairs troubles me like 
an open sore, and hence I desire consciously or unconsciously a cure, whose 
direct purpose is to make her mine and indirect purpose to alleviate my pain.  
I may generate a secondary desire that I should avoid and also a desire for good 
beliefs. The situation quickly grows conceptually complicated but then I tap 
my belief system and under its guidance start desiring certain best means for 
solving the problem and reaching quiescence.

Now, I want to buy Mary expensive and impressive gifts and ask my friends 
to talk to her about how good I am as a person and future husband and father. 
I want to believe this helps, as it indeed may, and thus I desire the whole pack-
age. Russell is an actionist theorists who puts his faith on the power of action; 
for instance, he would not stay put and wait and hope until Mary makes here 
decision about her lover, or perhaps such an omission is action, too. This is 
to say, for Russell, psychological causation is somehow related to the springs 
of action and creation of new beliefs. This also is what push means. Pain and 
discomfort push me to do something about it. This is what I call a motivational 
drive here. Its route is determined by the relevant beliefs concerning the di-
rection where relief is to be found. Russell says the content of both attitudes 
should be the same, that is, what I believe and what I desire are based on an 
identical proposition. So, I believe X helps to alleviate my discomfort and the 
same X becomes the content of my relevant desire.

What we see here is, as I said above, a theory of the generation of instrumen-
tal desire or need. I want a new car and hence I need money that I also desire:  
I want the money to buy a new car. Strangely enough, Russell has nothing 
much to say about the ��nal desire, in this case of the car. Why would I like to 
get a car, or why do I desire it? If the lack of car is simply disturbing and painful 
to think of why not get rid of the idea rather than start the complicated process 
of getting a car. The point is this: if the lack of the object or purpose of desire 
is painful I naturally try to avoid the idea. The desire simply pushes me out of 
its context because of its painfulness. We know this happens in real life and 
in philosophy: many theorists have recommended escape from the shackles 
of desire.�� But think of Bradley who says the purpose of desire is somehow 
necessary for the person; without it he is �void and negated.� Some desires are 
like that, unavoidable, some are not. I want a car and I drop the desire because 
of the simple reason it is too di���cult to satisfy. Bradley�s idea does not apply 
to this case. A samurai has humiliated his master and now he must commit 

��	 For instance, S. Weil, Gravity and Grace. Tr. E. Crawford and M. von der Ruhr. London: 
Routledge, 2002. She writes, �Desire is impossible: it destroys its object [...]. Because to 
desire something is impossible, we have to desire what is nothing.� (pp. 94�95).
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seppuku. He cannot drop the idea because then he really is �void and negated.� 
Russell seems to follow Bradley too closely here.

I cannot get rid of an instrumental desire too easily if I already am commit-
ted to the purpose of it. This indicates that Russell�s push theory may apply 
only to those cases in which the discomfort is of the type we cannot forget, 
avoid, get rid of, or ignore. Instead of trying to satisfy a desire I cannot drop I 
may try to circumvent it. Considering the push theory, one must specify what 
triggers o�f a desire, that is, the relevant cycle of actions. We do not act on any 
possible source of discomfort. I may well think that a given discomfort is what 
it is and nothing can be done about it. For instance, I have done something 
wrong and accept the pangs of conscience as a justi��ed punishment. What can 
I do about it, nothing.

Why continue to talk about discomfort and its linguistic relatives? We can 
avoid it: I have plenty of wine at home but I want some more. I feel void and 
frustrated without this extra batch of wine, but then I tell myself that the idea 
is foolish and the desire vanishes � or at least it should. In many cases it does 
not, why? The reason is that the itch, or the discomfort and pain, caused by not 
storing more wine at home, refuses to disappear because more wine is such an 
attractive proposal; hence, the pull exhibits its typical e�fect here. The desire 
for the object or purpose is based on its pull, or the attraction of the desirable 
states of a�fairs, rather than the push generated by discomfort. Notice that the 
original discomfort is based on desirability considerations: More wine at home 
appears so good that the lack of wine feels painful. It is hard to be without 
good things that one believes are available. This is to say the push, or drive, is 
explained by desirability considerations, or attraction as pull.

Of course, it is implausible to argue that all push is generated by discom-
fort, analogously with physical discomfort like an itch. Such metaphors lead us 
astray. For instance, an artist need not feel ��rst some acute discomfort before 
he can start working, as if pain had triggered o�f his desire to make art. It is 
enough that he believes he is an artist and artists do art. He formulates a nor-
mative belief to the e�fect that he as an artist should do art. Notice that in pull 
theories desire itself is not motivating unlike belief. Anyway, an artist should 
be interested in art; whatever that means, at least it means that an artist ��nds 
some artistic themes convincingly desirable. He becomes vulnerable to artistic 
desirability, so to speak. His life is characterized by sensitivity to art and hence 
he ��nds some art desirable but some, perhaps, repulsive. His values, as the 
normative elements of his psychological constitution, dictate what he feels is 
interesting and worthy of his attention and serious consideration. I do not say 
this example can necessarily be generalized. Its purpose is to show that desire 
is certainly not uniformly dependent on mental disequilibrium, discomfort, or 
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