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normative relevance by being conditions on the applicability or stringency of reasons”? I
think so, although, of course, other explanations may also be possible, .
Raz's main example is the following: “For someone intent on running a marathon every day

during August, running a marathon today, the zoth of August, is crucial to the realization of
his ambition. For me it is just an opportunity to know what running a marathon feels like—a
matter of much less moment.” So described, the example may be complicated by factors inde- |
pendent of our different goals. If T have not run a marathon on each of the first nineteen days
of August, then, whatever &y goals are, my running a marathon today does not bring me any
closer to achieving the end of running a marathon every day in August. If the August mara-
thoner has run a marathon on each of the first nineteen days of August and remembers what
running them felt fike, ther, whatever his goals, his running a marathon today does not bring
him any closer to achieving the end, Tong since achieved, of acguiring knowledge of what run-
ning a marathon feels like, So, to split hairs, suppose that the date i5 August 1, neither of us
knows what running a marathon feels like, and yet each of us is capable, and egually capable,
of running a marathon every day during August. Why does the August marathoner have stron- |
et reasen to run a marathon today than 1 have?

To begin with, one imagines that the August marathoner cares about this goal, and has been
preparing it for some time. If so, then the attitude-constituted value that we have been dis-
cussing will be in play. But even if we ser this aside, the effectiveness explanation seems to
account for the difference. Given that I have no plans to run a marathon every day in August,
there’s no chance that I wil] run a marathon every other dayin August, even if ] run one today.
And if T will not run a marachon every other day in August, then running one today does not
make it more likely that [ run one every day in August. By contrast, given that the August
marathoner does have plans to run a marathon every day in August, there s a chance that he
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. Scanlon on Desire and the Explanation of Action

 Michael Smith

IN:THE FIRST chapter of What We Owe To Each Other, T. M. Scanlon tells us that he
as “become convinced that insofar as ‘having a desire’ is understood as a state that

will run a marathon every other day in August, if he runs one today. And if he will, then ru
ning a marathon today does make it more likely that he will run one every day in August,
" Becanse my running one todayis not a means to my running one every day in August, whereas’
his rimning one today is a means to it, I lack the reasons that flow from realizing that value
whereas he has them. {My running one today is still a means to something of value, namnel
knowing what running a marathon feels like. But then so too is his running one today.)
68. For a recent revival of this chaﬁenge, see Chang, “Are Desires Reasons for Action?”

distinct from ‘seeing something as a reason,’ it plays almast no role in the justifi-
ation and explanation of action.™ Because desire, understood more traditionally as
chavioral disposition, is such a state—an agent can see something as a reason
mfhout having any behavioral dispasition, and he can have a behavioral dispomt%on
thout seeing something as a reason—Scanlon commits himself to the conclusion
at desire, understood in this more traditional way, “plays almost no role” in the
lanation of action. My aim in what follows is to assess his reasons for thinking

his'is so.

Since the standard story of action, defended by Hume and developed by the_likES c.!f
ethpel and Davidsoh, tells us that desire, understood as a behavioral disposition, 213
art of the explanation of every action, I begin by outlining this standard story (§1).2
v consider and evaluate what I take to be Scanlon’s official reasons for thinking that
east this part of the standard story is wrong (§2, §3). In the process of doing so, I say
ttle about what he has to say concerning the justificatory role of desire. I clase by
cussing some more positive claims Scanlon makes about a subclass of desires that
alls desires in the “directed-attention sense” (§4).% If what he has to say about
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1. DESIRES. BEHAVIORAL DISPOSITIONS. AND THE EXPLANATION OF ACTIGN? then John's flicking the switch was an act; if not, then we have to conclude that John
. * ’
:was invalved in a mere happening in which he was not an agent.

Suppose someone makes something happen. What makes it the case that, in making Note that if we accept this standard story of action, then it follows immediately that

that thing happen, he acts, as opposed to merely being involved in something’s hap- ‘nat just desire, but means-end belief as well, is part of the explanation of every action.

pening? Bquivalently, when someone makes something happen, what makes it the ‘Whenever an agent acts he moves his body in some way, where that bodily movement

case that he is an agent, as opposed to being a mere patient?
The standard story of action tells us that the answer lies in the causal etiolegy of

- has its causal origins in a desire-and-means-end-belief pair. But of course this prompts
n obvious question. What is it about desire and belief that enable them to play this

what happens. If the agent acts then, according to the standard story, we can trace explanatary role? The answer to this question, according to the standard story, lies in

what happens back to some badily movement that the putative agent lknows how to he dispositional natures of these states.” As Robert Stalnaker puts it:
malke happen, where his knowledge how to make that bodily movement happen is not
itself explained by his knowledge how to do something else. In Arthur Danto’s terms,

his moving his body in the relevant way has to be a "basic action” for him, something

Belief and desire . . . are correlative dispositional states of a potentially rational
agent. To desire that P is to be disposed to act in ways that would tend to bring it
about that P in a world in which one’s beliefs, whatever they are, were true. To
" believe that P is to be disposed to act in ways that would tend to satisfy one’s

that he can just do.® If these conditions are met, then we can establish whether the

agent acts by seeing whether his bodily movement is caused and rationalized in the

right kind of way by some desire he has that things be a certain way, and some means- desires, whatever they are, in a world in which P (together with one’s other

end belief he has that some basic action of his, namely, his moving his body in the way | beliefs) were true.”

we have identified, has a suitable chance of making things the way he desires them to . : :
be. If these further conditions are met then, when the agent makes the relevant thing - An agent who acts is thus one in whom these two behavioral dispositions interactin a

happen, he acts; if not, he does not thanner that makes it appropriate to describe him as having exercised his capacity to
? L] i3 . -

e instrumentally rational.® In the standard story, this is what's captured by the idea

Suppose, for example, that John flicks a switch. Is his flicking the switch an ac:
tion? According to the standard story, we answer this question by first of all tracing
back from the imagined action’s effects, the switch’s flicking, to one of John's bodily
movements, If John flicked the switch then he has to have done something tha
caused the switch to flick, and what he has to have done is to move his body in some
relevant way. Let’s suppose that we trace back to a movement of his finger. If John's
flicking the switch is an action then this bodily movement has to be one that John
knows how to make happen, and his knowledge how to make it happen must not be

1at desire and belief cause action in the right way.?
Giventhat belief and desire have these dispositional natures, the fact that thereisa
distinctive kind of behavior whose causal source lies in these very dispositions, a k_md

f behavior that constitutes a basic manifestation of agentlal control, becomes com-
letely unmystericus. Agents who have these dispositions, and who act as a result,
¥ercise their capacity to be instrumentally rational. Their behavior is differentially

ensitive to what they desire and believe: they would have behaved ever so slightly

explained by his knowledge how to do something else. Moving his finger in the rele- erently if they had had ever so slightly different desires and beliefs from those they

vant way must be something that he could just do: a basic action. If it is not—if (say)
the bodily movement is a ghastly contortion caused by a bomb blast that catapults
John onito the switch—then we can conclude straightaway that his flicking the switch
is not an action, but is rather a mere happening in which he is involved, albeit not as
an agent.,

fact have.® Though much more sophisticated kinds of control are of course pos-

o

e—for all that we have said, the means-end beliefs that are manifested in such
ehavior could be the result of brainwashing, and the desires could be utterly compul-

e—it seems that these more sophisticated kinds of control would have to be built
on a foundation of agential control of this more basic kind. Every action must be the

Now suppose that John's making his inger move in the relevant way is something jtoduct of an exercise the agent’s capacity to be instrumentally rational. The standard

that he can just do. He moves hig finger against the switch in the ordinary way in which
we all move our fingers. In that case, the standard story tells us that whether or not

ry of action, when belief and desire are understood in these dispositional terms,
uslooks to be all but analytic,
John acts, when he flicks the switch, depends on the causal antecedents of that move: Having said this, it is important not to suppose that what has been said is more

ment of his finger. Is that movement caused and rationalized by a desire John has that itious than it really is. Means-end beliefs are more complex psychological states

things be a certain way and a belief he has that his moving his finger in that way has an mete dispositions to behave in certain ways, given our degires. Beliefs are
some suitable chance of making things the way he desires them to be? Does he (say)
desire to relieve an itch and believe that he can do so by maoving his finger against the
switch? Or does he desire to illuminate the room and believe that he can de this by

moving his finger against the switch? If so, do his desire and belief cause his finger

quired and sustained by our appreciation of evidence that bears on their truth, and
eyin turn provide an evidential basis for other beliefs that we either already have or
n to acquire. The inferential role of beliefs in sustaining and generating other
fs is thus also a part of that state’s dispositional nature, When we said that beliefs

movement in the right way? If some such questions as these get an affirmative answer, dispositions to behave in certain ways, given our desires, what we said was thus
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. agent does what he does because of some belief he has, where this is understood as a
behavioral disposition, but that dlsposmon is {oris not) in turn the product of an exer-
dise of his capacity to be so disposed in the light of the evidence available to him, we
can cite his rationality (or his lack there-of) in explaining his action, and we can see
him as manifesting (or failing to manifest} a corresponding kind of control. His actions
may reveal his differential sensitivity {or his lack there-of) to the evidence available to
him. Likewise, because rationality would seem to be on the side of an agent’s being
disposed to malke things ways he would like them to be, when an agent does what
he does because of some desire he has, where this is understood as a behavioral dispo-
sition, but that disposition is {or is not) in turn the product of his capacity to be so
disposed in the light of how he would like things to be, we can similarly cite his ratio-
nality (or his lack there-of) in explaining his action, and we can see him as manifesting
{or failing to manifest) a corresponding kind of control. His actions may reveal his
differential sensitivity (or his lack there-of) to his likes and dislikes.™* These are just a
ew examples; more could easily be given.

Te sum up, we have seen that the special rele played by desire in the explanation
of acticn, and means-end belief too, is underwritten by these states’ natures as
inplementary behavioral dispositions together with a conception of action as a
basic manifestation of agential control: the differential sensitivity of what an agent
loes to what he desires and believes. The upshot is that if Scanlon is going to suc-
ed in calling desire’s claim to play this special explanatory role into guestion, then
will need to provide us with some reason to quéstion either the conception of
desu‘e as a behavioral disposition, ar the conception of action as a basic manifesta-
Hon of agential control. Let us therefore turn to consider and assess the reasons

only a part of the s.tory, albeit the only part of the story that is absclutely crucial
for belief to play the rele it plays in controlling behavior in the basic way we have
just described. If there were some psychological state distinct from belief that shared
this aspect of belief’s dispositional nature, but which lacked its inferential role—
Imagining or fantasizing, perhaps—then it follows that imagining or fantasizing
could also manifest itself in behavior, and there would therefore be a sense in which,
when that happens, the person who engages in such imagining or fantasizing would
be in control of what he thereby does. Itis, I think, a great virtue of the standard story
of action that it can so easily explain what the deep metaphysical similarities are
between this kind of behavior, and cases of what it says constitute actions, The
question “Should we call this sort of behavior ‘action’ too?” would seem to require
something more akin to semantic decision than metaphysical reflection,

Likewise, desires are much motre complex psychological states than mere disposi-
tions to behave in certain ways, given our means-end beliefs. For one thing, notwith-
standing Stalnaker’s apparent suggestion to the contrary, certain desires do not have
any obvious connection with behavioral dispositions. Desires that things be a certain
way, where their being that way could not be the result of any intervention on our
behalf, are like this. We simply have an affective orientation towards things being that -
way: we would experience a positive affect, were things thus—in short, we would like
it. ™ For another, even when we restrict ourselves to desires that are plausibly consti-*
tuted by behavicral dispositions, there seems to be more to such desires than just
having thase behavioral dispositions. People who are disposed to make things a certain
way also generally like it when things are that way. Desires that manifest themselves in
action thus ordinarily have an indirect connection to affect as well. Since there is a
conceptual distinction between our being such that we would experience a positive .
affect if things were a certain way and our being such as to make them that way, we
might well therefore ask whether desire, as we ordinarily understand it, is a complex’
state having these two dispositions as components, or whether there are two kinds o
desire corresponding to motive and affect (“wanting” and “liking,” perhaps?'), kind,
that bear a certain sort of relation to each other. But however we answer this question
what'’s crucial is that it is the fact that desire either is, or is inter alia, a behavioral dis
position that is absolutely crucial for us to understand how desire can play the role {
plays in the explanation of action. If we decide that desire is the name for the complex:
state, then whether or not we should give the name “action” to behavior that manifest:
dispositions to behave unaccompanied by a disposition to have some positive affect
seems, once again, to be inere a matter of semantic decision than metaphysical ref
lection. As before, it is a great virtue of the standard story of action that it can so easil

_explain the metaphysical similarities between this kind of behavior and cases of wha
"3

provides.

3, SCANLON’S OBJECTION

The first, and most important, move Scanlon makes in arguing against the claim that
desire, understood as a behavioral disposition, has a crucial role to play in the explana-
fon of action lies in his classification of desire as a “judgment-sensitive attitude™
ef_'s therefore begin by examining what judgment-sensitive attitudes are and the role
hat the idea of such attitudes plays in his argument.

According to Scanlon, judgment-sensitive attitudes are those “ . . . that an ideally
tional person would come to have whenever that person judged there ta be sufficient
sons for them, and that would, in an ideally rational person, ‘extinguish’ when that
_e' son judged them not to be supported by reasons of the appropriate kind " The rea-
to which judgment-sensitive attitudes are supposed to be sensitive are what he
reasons in the “standard normative sense,” the paradigmatic examples of which are
iderations that suppert the truth of our beliefs.”” In Scanlon's view, desire is thus an
titude for which reasons, much like reasons for belief, can be given, and it is also an
ude that is responsive to beliefs about the reasons that there are to have it. More-
er, as he sees things, intention, hope, fear, admu‘atton respect, contempt, and indig-

tion are also such attitudes.®

we would more ordinarily call “action,

The fact that to act at all, an agent’s behavior has to be the causal upshot of desire
and belief, where these are behavioral dispositions that may themselves be susceptible
of further explanation, helps us understand how agents may come to exercise moté
sophisticated kinds of rational control aver their behavior. For example, since ratic
nality is on the side of an agent’s believing what is supported by his evidence, when an
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intentions, and he also seems to be saying that the only states capable of moving us to

The identification of the members of the class of judgment-sensitive attitudes is in w1 e . .
actatall ave desires, in a suitably broad sense of the term "desire,” from which I take it

turn important, according to Scanlon, because these attitudes “constitute the class of

. . . . ,, it that intentions are a certain kind of
things for which reasons in the standard normative sense can be asked or offered.” As to follow that Scanlon would be happy to adm

desire. In what follows I will therefore just assume that his skepticism about the claim
that desires, understood as behavioral dispositions, have a special role to play in the
‘explanation of action is not grounded in his conviction that that role is reserved for

he notes, this commits him to the view that reasons for action, which are also reasons
in the standard normative sense, reduce to reasons for some judgment-sensitive atti-

tude or other. His preferred candidate is intention:
tentions.
“[R]easen for action” is not to be contrasted with “reason for intending” The So why does Scanlon reject the claim that desires, understood as behavioral disposi-
ans, have a special role to play in the explanation of action? What is the relevance of

connection to action, which is essential to intentions, determines the kinds of : o X .
the fact that desires are judgment-sensitive attitudes? As T understand it, the answer

reasons that are appropriate for them, but it is the connection with judgment-
sensitive attitudes that makes events actions, and hence the kind of things for
which reasons can sensibly be asked for and offered at all. 2

omes in the very next passage.

[Mlany elements of this class [that is, the class of desires in a suitably broad

Here, then, Scanlon provides us with his own preferred account of what makes an “sense, whose members are judgment-sensitive attitudes] are what Nagel calls

“motivated desires”; thatis to say, they do not seem to be sources of motiva-

event anr action: an event is an action in virtue of its connection with judgment

- . . 1 . i ivati f thi lse, such as an
sensitive attitudes, specifically, with intentions. ‘tion but rather the motivational conseguences of something else,

sagent’s recognition of something as a duty, or as supported by a reason of some
ather kind.

A substantial thesis claiming a special role for desires in moving us to act
would have to be based on some narrower class of desires, which can be claimed

It might be thought that we are already in a position to see why Scanlon rejects the !
view that desire, understood as a behavioral disposition, has a crucial role to play in
the explanation of action. For, it might be suggested, Scanlon evidently thinks that
that role is reserved for intentions, where intentions differ in some important way
from desires. But although there are theorists who think that intentions differ in
an impertant way from desires-——Michael Bratman and Richard Holton are notable

‘to serve as independent sources of motivation and perhaps also of reasons.
Natural candidates for this role are what Nagel calls “unmotivated desires” (that
. . . . i dent e other state for their motivatin
examples®—even they think that intentions share a crucial feature with desires, at 5 to say, dESU.-’e.S th?t are Z’;Ot dependent on sorm ] g
least as desires are understood in the standard story, as in their view intentions are and reason-giving force)
also behavioral dispositions. Te the extent that Scanlon thinks that the state plays a

. . . L. ; ! jecd i i derstood as behavioral dispositions,
crudial role in the explanation of most action is taking something to be a reason, mlon’s objection to the claim that desires, an P

where this is a different state from a behavioral disposition, he preswmably thinks '1ay a crucial rolt*: i the. explan‘?tion of action thus seems to .be that, Sir‘me desires axe
gment-sensitive attitudes, it follows that when the desires on which we act are
hemselves produced by our beliefs about the reasons that there are to have them—
that is, when they are motivated desives—then they are not themselves the explanation
f-;ivhat we do, but are rather part of what gets explained in our doing what we do by
thing that really does the explaining: namely, our beliefs about our reasons.

A poad question to ask at this point is whether the argument we gave earlier for
iking that desires, understaod as behavioral dispositions, play a crucial role in the
planation of action, required us to take a stand on whether the desires that play that
are motivated or unmotivated. Somewhat surprisingly, the answer is much more
cuit to provide than might initially be thought. In order to get these difficulties in
15, let’s ask whether Hume should agree that desire is a judgment-sensitive atti-
le: Or, to put the question somewhat differently, should Hume think that the desires
move us to act are motivated or unmotivated? The evidence is equivocal,

that this is so even when the behavioral disposition in question is intention: what
really does the explaining, even when an agent acts on an intention, is the agent's
taking something to be a reason.

In any event, Scanlon himself seems to side with those who think that intentions
just are desires, in a suitably broad sense of the term.

“Desire” is sometimes used in a broad sense in which the class of desives is taken
to include any “pro-attitude” that an agent may have toward any action or out-

come, whatever the content or basis of this attitude may be. Desires in this sense
include such things as a sense of duty, loyalty, or pride, as well as an interest in
pleasure or enjoyment. It is uncontroversial that desives in this broad sense are
capable of moving us to act, and it is plausible to claim that they are the only
things capable of this, since anything that moves us (at least to intentional

action) is likely to count as such a desire.”? onsider the following passage from the Treatise:

passion is an original existence, or, if you will, modification of existence, and

Putting these two passages together, Scanlon seems to be saying that events are a . . . .
ntains not any representative quality, which renders it a copy of any other

tions in virtue of their connection with judgment-sensitive attitudes, specifically wi




86 Reason, Value, and Desire

existence or modification. When I am angry, I am actually possest with the pas-
sion, and in that emotion have no more a reference to any other object, than
when [ am thirsty, or sick, or more than five foot high, "Tis impossible, therefore,
that this passion can be oppos'd by, or be contradictory to truth and reason; since
this contradiction consists in the disagreement of ideas, consider'd as copies,
with those objections, which they represent.®

Here Hume seems to be saying that, because desire is not a state on which evidence
bears—that is, because desires are not appropriately “consider'd as copies” it follows
that reason is simply silent on the issue of what to desive. Based on this passage, we
might therefore think that Hume should deny that desires are judgment-sensitive
attitudes. Desires are not judgment-sensitive attitudes because no sense can be made
of the idea that there are reasons for or against having them. The desires on which we
act must therefore be unmotivated.
On the other hand, however, just a little bit later on Hume says this:

I may desire any fruit as of an excellent relish; but whenever you convince me of
my mistake, my longing ceases. I may will the performance of certain actions as
means of obtaining any desir'd good; but as my willing of these actions is only
secondary, and founded on the supposition, that they are causes of the propos’d
effect; as soon as I discover the falsehood of that supposition, they must become
indifferent to me.®

Here Hume seems to be saying that certain desires are sensitive to evidence. Consider
my desire to procure fruit of a certain kind. As soon as I get evidence that that fruit is
not an excellent relish, I lose my desire for it. Based on this passage, we might there-
fore conclude that Hume would agree that desires are judgment-sensitive attitudes
and that the desires on which we act are therefore motivated. .

So should Hume agree that desires are judgment-sensitive attitudes, or should he
disagree? Should he think that the desires on which we act are motivated or unmoti-
vated? In order to answer these questions we need to make the all-important distinc-
tion between intrinsic desires, which are the “original existences” Hume speaks of in
the first passage, and extrinsic desires, which are the “secondary” willings he talks of in
the second passage. Bxtrinsic desires are amalgams of an intrinsic desire and a belief
about how the world would need to be for the intrinsic desire to be satisfied. A desire

to procure fruit of a certain kind is thus extrinsic, because it is an amalgam of some .

intrinsic desire—perhaps a desire to have relish with a certain taste—and a belief that

having that particular piece of fruit would be a way of getting that sort of relish. Now':
suppose that I extrinsically desire a particular piece of fruit and then get evidence that |

the fruit does not have the taste that [ intrinsically desire. If [ am rational in the way
put my intrinsic desires together with my beliefs about how they might be satisfied

then my extrinsic desire for the piece of fruit will disappear, It will disappear because:
the belief component of the extrinsic desire will disappear. Extrinsic desires are thus’
judgment-sensitive attitudes, as Scanlon defines them, because, as amalgams of belief’
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. and desire, they are sensitive to reasons that bear on the truth of their belief compo-
nent. They therefore count as “motivated desires,” in Nagel's sense, because their
motivating force depends on their being sustained by the beliefs that agents have
about the reasons they have for believing what they believe about the way the worid
would need to be for their intrinsic desires to be satisfied.®

We can now see why Hume is committed to the conclusion that the secondary
-willings he talks about in the second of the two passages quoted above are judgment-
~sensitive attitudes. They are judgment-sensitive attitudes because secondary willings
‘are extrinsic desires. It is, however, perfectly consistent with his being committed to
- this for him to be also committed to the conclusion that the intrinsic desires that
-partially comprise these extrinsic desires are not judgment-sensitive attitudes. This is
-the view of intrinsic desires to which Hume seems to commit himself in the first of the
-two passages quoted above. There he argues that, because those desires that he calls
' “original existences”—that is, because intrinsic desires—are not themselves beliefs,
. and because they have no beliefs as a proper part either, it follows that they are not
he sort of psychological state that could be sensitive to evidence about the way the
-world is. Reasons do not bear on them. Hume thus commits himself to the conclu-
ion that intrinsic desires are what Nagel would call “unmotivated” desires. They are
:unmotivated because their contribution to the motivating force of an extrinsic desire
-isnot itself dependent on the motivating force of any belief. ]

Let’s return to consider Scanlon’s abjection to the claim that desires, understood as
ehavioral dispositions, have a substantial rale to play in the explanation of action, To
epeat, Scanlon’s objection is that, because desires are judgment-sensitive attitudes, it
ollows that when the desires on which we act are themselves produced by our beliefs
bout the reasons that there are to have them--that is, when they are motivated
“desires—it follows that these desires, considered as behavioral dispositions, are not
‘themselves the explanation of what we do, but are rather part of what gets explained
when we do what we do by the thing that really does the explaining: namely, our beliefs
“about our reasons. But if what we have just said is right, this objection is based on a
‘total misunderstanding of the distinct, but complementary, roles played by intrinsic
‘desire and belief in the explanation of action. In order to gee that this is so, look at
iwhat happens when we map the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic desires
nto the standard story. ‘ .

According to the standard story; remember, desires and beliefs are both behavieral
dispositions, and dispositions of both kinds are required for an agent to act. An agent
must have the behavioral dispositions constitutive of his desiring that things be a
ertain way, and he must also have the behavioral dispositions constitutive of his
elieving that some basic action that he can perform will make things that way, and he
rust be instrumentally rational and put these two states together. We can restate all
f this, but overlaying it with the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic desires,
follows; the agent must both have the behavioral dispositions constitutive of his
ntrinsically desiring that things be a certain way, and he must have the behavioral
ispositions constitutive of his believing that some basic action that he can perform
Il ' make things that way, and he must be instrumentally rational and put these two
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states together so that he has the complex behavioral dispositions constitutive of his
extrinsically desiring to perform the relevant basic action.

When we restate the standard story in this way it turns out to be a mistake to think
that we face stark alternatives: either agents act on motivated desires, or they act on
unmotivated desires, but they do not act on both. For, according to the restated ver-
sion of standard story, whenever an agent acts he acts on both a meotivated desire (for
he acts on the extrinsic desire that is the amalgam of his intrinsic desire and his belief
about the basic action whose performance will make the wotld the way he intrinsicaily
desires it to be) and he also acts on an unmotivated desire (for he acts on the intrinsic
desire that is a proper part of that amalgam). It is therefore true that, whenever an

agent acts, there is a desire on which he acts that is produced by his beliefs about the -
reasons that there are to have that desire. The belief component of his extrinsic desire
is, after all, produced by whatever the agent takes to be the reasons that there are for :
believing that the basic action in question will make the world the way he intrinsically )

desires it to be. But it does not follow from this that his action can be fully explained
by his taking those considerations to be reasons. A distinct role still has to be played by

the intrinsic desire with which the means-end belief that is supported by the consider-

ations that he takes to be reasons must combine.

Let's recapitulate. Scanlon claims that once we see not just that desires are judg-
ment-sensitive attitudes, but that they are sustained by beliefs about the reasons that
there are to have them, we see that desires, where these are understood as behavioral
dispositions, play no crucial role in the explanation of action. Instead they are just a
part of what gets explained by what really does the explaining when we act, namely,
our beliefs about our reascns. As we have just seen, however, this objection fails. For
although the extrinsic desires on which we act are both judgment-sensitive attitudes
and motivated desires, they are themselves just amalgams of intrinsic desires and
means-end beliefs, where these are both conceived of as behavioral dispositions play-
ing distinct but complementary roles, and where, for all that has been said, the intrin-
sic desires that are components of our extrinsic desires are neither judgment-sensitive

attitudes nor motivated desires, To put the point somewhat paradoxically, the fact that®.

we always act on (extrinsic) desires that are both judgment-sensitive attitudes and
motivated is perfectly consistent with our always acting on (intrinsic) desires that are
neither judgment-sensitive attitudes nor motivated.

3. A REVAMPED VERSION OF SCANLON’S OBJECTION

Might Scanlon rerun his objection wholly in terms of the judgment-sensitivity of
intrinsic desires, where these are understood to be behavioral dispositions? Tn oth
words, might he suggest that the fact that the intrinsic desires on which we act, und
stood as behavioral dispositions, are themselves produced by our beliefs about the

reasons that there are to have them, entails that they too are motivated desires, and
hence that they are no part of the explanation of what we do either? Instead, might
he suggest, our intrinsic desires, so understood, are just another part of what gats
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explained in our doing what we do by the thing that really does the explaining, namely,
~'our beliefs about our reasons for having the intrinsic desires that we have?

Before considering the merits of this revamped version of Scanlon’s objection, it is
“ worthwhile pausing for a moment to highlight just where, if this is what Scanlon’s
- objection really amounts to, it turns out that he disagrees with Hume. On this way of
ihterpreting him, Scanlon disagrees with Hume about whether specifically intrinsic
desires are judgment-sensitive attitudes: that is, states that a rational agent will have
or not have depending on what he takes to be the reasons that there are for having
them, Hume says that they are not; Scanlon says that they are. However it is important
to remember that Hume gave an argument for his view that intrinsic desires are not
the sort of psychological state for which there can be reasons. As he sees things,
remember, for considerations to constitute reasons for having attitudes with a certain
content, those attitudes would have to be appropriately “consider'd as copies” Ot, to
put the point slightly differently, the considerations in question would have to consti-
tute evidence for the truth of the proposition that expresses the content of those atti-
tudes. The only psychological state for which there can be a reason is therefore either a
belief pure and simple, or a complex psychological state, like an extrinsic desire, that
has belief as a component. The question Scanlon must answer is where this argument
ces wrong.

As [understand it, Scanlon thinks that this argument has a false premise, He thinks
hat it is not true that all reasons are evidence. Scanlon tells us, for example, that . ..
alny attempt to explain what it is to be a reason for something seems to me to lead
ack to the same idea: a consideration that counts in favor of it. ‘Counts in favor how?’
one might ask. ‘By providing a reason for it’ seems to be the only answer.”” In Scan-
on’s view, the concept of a reason is therefore coeval with the idea of a consideration
hat counts in favor, and this pair in turn is primitive, permitting no further explica-
ion. There are therefore reasons far belief—that is, considerations that count in favor
believing—and, because what these considerations count in favor of is believing,
hese reasons are indeed evidence. But there are also consideratidns that count in favor
of intrinsically desiring, where these are reasons in the very same sense of “reason” in
which reasons are reasons for belief—both are considerations that count in favor—but,
because the attitude that these considerations count in favor of is not believing, these
nsiderations, which are reasons, are not evidence.

Is Hume or Scanlon right about the nature of reasons? In favor of Hume's view,
te that we can say more than just that there are considerations that count in favor
believing, We can also say how it is that those considerations count in favor, As |
derstand it, this is what we try to do when we give substantive theories of confir-
ation and statistical reasoning. We attempt to say how it is that certain evidence
s upon the degree to which you should believe something.®* A good question to
is whether we can say anything remately similar about how the way in which the
nsiderations that count in favor of certain intrinsic desires count in favor of them.
ot, then Hume seems to have the better of the argument. To suppose that there
reasons for intrinsicaily desiring, much like reasons for believing, would be to
mit that thereis a glaring disanalogy between reasons for believing and reasons for
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intrinsically desiring, a disanalogy so glaring as to cast doubt on there being reasons
for intrinsically desiring.

Derek Parfit, who also thinks that intrinsic desires are judgment-sensitive atti-
tudes, thinks that we can at least begin to say something completely general about
reasons for intrinsically desiring, He thinks that it is the fact that certain things have
the intrinsic natures that they do that counts in favor of intrinsically desiring those
things.? For example, if there is a reason for intrinsically desiring enjoyment, then
that reason is constituted by the fact that enjoyment has the intrinsic nature that it
has. Or if there is a reason to intrinsitally desire that we are able to justify our con-
duct to others, then that reason is constituted by the fact that being able to justify
our conduct to others has the intrinsic nature that it has, But plausible though this

may seemn to be at first blush, it is impertant to realize that the suggestion does not

heip all that much. For the question now just becomes whether we can say how it is
that the fact that certain things have the intrinsic natures that they do makes that
fact about them count in favor of intrinsically desiring things with that intrinsic
nature to a certain extent, whereas the fact that other things have the intrinsic
natures that they don't similarly count in favor of intrinsically desiring them to that
same extent. Absent an answer to this question, the claim that there are reasons to
intrinsically desire certain things and not others simply won't be credible.™

This bears on an issue about which T wish to remain officially neutral here: namely,
Scanlon's suggestion that in addition to desiring, understood as a behavioral disposi-
tion, playing little or no role in the explanation of action, it plays almost no role in the
justification of action either. For if Hume turns out to be right, and we can make no
sense of there being reasons to intrinsically desire certain things rather than others,
then it wil turn out that intrinsic desires do indeed play a crucial role in the justifica-
tion of action. Bor the only apt question to ask about reasons for action will be whether
or not there are reasons for an agent to extrinsically desire to act in certain ways,
where all such reasons will be conditional on the presence of some relevant intrinsic

desire that the agent has, where this is understood as a behavioral disposition, and .

where acting in the way in question will satisfy that intrinsic desire. {Or, somewhat
mote accurately given that rationality seems to be on the side of an agent’s being dis-
posed to behave in ways that make things turn out as he would like them to be, all such
reasons will be conditional on the presence of some relevant intrinsic desire, where
this is understood as a behavioral disposition that in turn squares with the agent's
dispositions to like it when things turn out to be certain ways.) This will be the only apt
guestion to ask because all such reasons will be reasons to believe that some basic

action will satisfy some such intrinsic desire®

The focus of the discussion thus far has been on the coherence of the idea that there

are reasons for intrinsically desiring to act in certain ways. Let us now put such doubts
as we might have about the existence of such reasons to one side, and return fo con-

sider the revamped version of Scanlon'’s objection, the version that takes that idea for -
granted. The revamped version of Scanlon’s objection is that when the intrinsic desires |
on which we act, where these are understood as behavioral dispositions, are them-:
selves produced by our beliefs about the reasons that there are to have them, these
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motivated intrinsic desires are not part of the explanation of what we do, but are
rather just another part of what gets explained in our deing what we do by the thing
that really does the explaining: namely, by our beliefs about the reasons that there are
for having the intrinsic desires that we have. How convincding is this objection?

- Imagine two variations on the example of John given earlier, John* is maximally
“reasonable. He only has intrinsic desires for things when he believes that there are
reasons for having those intrinsic desires. His unreasonable twin brother John,
- though he has the same intrinsic desires as J chn*, has intrinsic desires that are not
based on his beliefs about reasons. In the terms cutlined at the beginning, this means
-that both John' and Jokn~have the very same dispositions to behave in certain ways.
“In the possible worlds in which their means-end beliefs are the same, they therefore
“do exactly the very same things. Now let us suppose that both John' and John—have
‘an intrinsic desire to illuminate the room and a belief that they can do so by flicking
‘the switch—that is to say, they have not just the same intrinsic-desire-dispositions,
“hut also the same means-end-belief-dispositions—and let us suppose further that
“they both act accordingly. The only difference between them lies in the fact that
ohn"s action is the upshot of a motivated intrinsic desire, whereas John s is not: in
ther words, John*'s disposition to #luminate the room is the causal upshot of a
elief, whereas John™'s is not. Does John™'s intrinsic desire play a role in the expla-
ation of his action that John*'s does not play in his? That seems quite incredible on

he face of it.

Of course, what is true is that John* would not have done what he did had he not
- had the beliefs he has about the reasons that there are for having his intrinsic desire to
Iluminate the room. But this does nat show that John*'s intrinsic desire doesn’t play
he same role in explaining what he does that John™'s plays in explaining his, because
hen we imagine John''s having different beliefs about the reasons that there are for
.aving intrinsic desires, we thereby imagine him having different intrinsic desires as
ell. That’s a consequence of our counterfactualizing under the supposition that John*
5 maximally reasonable. So how might we determine whether their intrinsic desires
o or do not play the same crucial explanatory role? _

« Note that because John's intrinsic desires, understood as behavioral dispositions,
re distinct psychological states from his beliefs about his reasons, we can ask
whether, if John* had had the very intrinsic desires that he has, he would have done
xactly what he did, whether or not his intrinsic desires had been the product of his
eliefs about the reasons that there are for having them. And the answer to this ques-
ion is clear. He would have done exactly what he did. This is what is shown by the
éhavior of John's unreasonable twin brother John™. Nor is this surprising. For in
ach case their behavior simply tracks their behavioral dispositions. What else would
we expect? But if John* would have done exactly what he did so long as he had the
ntrinsic desires that he has, where these are understood as behavioral dispositions,
hen it would seem to follow that his having the intrinsic desire that he has to illumi-
nate the room, so understood, must play a crucial role in explaining his doing what he
i fact did, the very same role that John s intrinsic desire plays in explaining his

je

oing what he did.
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So where does the révamped version of Scanlon’s ohjection go wrang? It goes wrong
in illicitly moving {from the premise that the ultimate explanation of an agent’s action,
when he acts on an intrinsic desire that is in turn explained by his beliefs about the
reasons that there are for having that intrinsic desire, is not the intrinsic desire, but is
rather the belief about the reason, to the conelusion that that intrinsic desire plays no
role in the explanation of his action. This move is illicit because, as we have just seen,
even when the ultmate explanation is the belief about reascns, a crucial role still
needs to be played by the agent’s intrinsic desire. John's belief about the reasons that
there are for intrinsically desiring to illuminate the room itself explains his llumi-
nating the room only because it gives rise to that intrinsic desire, where the intrinsic
desire is a behavioral disposition, as it is that disposition that gives rise to John's ac-
tion. This is why John* would have done exactly what he did, so long as he had the
intrinsic desires that he has, even if his intrinsic desires had not been the product of
his beliefs about the reasons he has for having those intrinsic desizes.®?

4. SCANLON ON DESIRE “IN THE DIRECTED-ATTENTION SENSE”

Later on in the first chapter of What We Owe to Each Other, Scanlon characterizes a-

subclass of desires that he calls desires “in the directed-attention sense.”® Because
these desires are also supposed to be capable of explaining action, and yet are not
behavioral dispositions, their existence might also seem to create problems for the
idea that desires, understood as behavioral dispasitions, play a crudial role in the
explanation of actions. Let us therefore consider what Scanlon has to say about desires
in the directed-attention sense to see whether they really do pose such a problem.
Scanlon works towards his account of desire in the directed-attention sense via a

discussion of Nagel's example of thirst.

Suppose | am thirsty. What does this involve? . .. In addition to the dryness in my
throat, the future pleasure brought about by drinking, and my judgment that
this pleasure is desirable, there is the fact that [ feel an urge to drink. But when
we focus an this idea of a mere urge to act, separated from any evaluative ele-
ment, it does not in fact fit very well with what we ordinarily mean by desire.
Here we may consider Warren Quinn’s example of a man who feels an urge to
turn en every radio he sees. It is not that he sees anything geod about radios’
_ being turned on; he does not want to hear music or news or even just to avoid
silence; he simply is moved to turn on any radio that he sees to be off. Quinn's
point is that such a functional state lacks the power to rationalize actions. . . . But
as he also points out, although we may sometimes have such urges, the idea of
such a purely functional state fails to capture something essential in the most
common cases of desirve: desiring something involves having a tendency to see
something good or desirable about it. This is clear from the example of thirst.
Having a desire to drink is not merely feeling impelled to do s¢; it also involves
seeing drinking as desirable (because, for example, it would be pleasant), The
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example of the urge to turn on radics is bizarre because it completely lacks this
evaluative element,

I might seem to be saying here that there is no such thing as an inmotivated
desire. Taken in Nagel's sense this would entail that all desires arise from prior
evaluative judgments of some kind, a claim which seems clearly false. What I am
claiming, however, is not that zll desires arise from prior judgments but rather
that having what is generally called a desire involves having a tendency to see
something as a reason.>

- Inthis passage Scanlon rightly points out that the idea of mere dispositions to behave

invarious ways, in the light of one’s beliefs, "fails to capture something essential in the
most common cases of desire.” He thinks that what we need to add, in order to capture

“the most common cases, is “having a tendency to see something as a reason.” But is

that really what we need to add? .
As was pointed out above (§1), the psychological state that we ordinarily call “desire”
comprises not just behavioral dispositions, but alse a disposition to be affectively ori-

.ented towards the world'’s being the way we are disposed to make it. We would normally

like it if the world were that way. This state must not be confused with the thinking that

it would be good if the world were that way, or with having a tendency to see reasons,
because there is plainly a conceptual distinction between being disposed to like it if
things were a certain way and thinking it would be good if they were that way, or with
‘having any tendency to see any reasons for anything: we may be disposed to like it if
~things were a way that we believe is bad, or that we have no tendency to think that any

eason could justify their being. Moreover, psychologists posit a psychelogical subsys-

:tem. corresponding to the disposition to be affectively oriented towards the world's

being a certain way, a subsystem distinct from that corresponding to the disposition to

‘make it that way, in order to explain the behavior of not just mature human beings (who

might well have a tendency to see things as reasons), but also the behavior of rats,
menkeys, and infant humans (who are plainly incapable of having such a tendency).

:Even conceptually unsophisticated agents, agents who have no concept of a reason, nor-
‘mally adjust their degree of motivation to accord with the degree to which they like it

when the world turns out the way they are disposed to make it.%
What all of this suggests, to me at any rate, is that what is most cbviously missing

[from someone like Quinn's radioman, who just has behavioral dispositions, is this

affective orientation towards the outcome of his turning on radios. What's missing is

'his being such that he would like the world to be the way he is disposed to make it, an
‘affective orientation towards the objects of his behavioral dispositions that he could
-share with rats and monkeys and infant humans. Perhaps Scanlon would agree with
-this. But he might then insist that there is an additional difference between desire in

onceptually sophisticated human beings and desire in rats and monkeys and infant

-human beings, and that this is what he is trying to capture with his idea of desire in

e directed-attention sense. This toa is missing from Quinn’s radioman. In ordinary
ases in. which conceptually sophisticated human beings have desires, he might say,
ey do not just have behavioral dispesitions together with dispesitions to have an
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affective orientation towards things being a certain way, but they also have an addi about). The trouble, however, is that as soon as we understand desires in the directed-

tional psychological state, the state of being disposed to see something to be a reason attention sense in these terms it becomes clear that they too will succeed in explaining

As he puts it, when he finally provides us with his full-dress proposal: actions only if they first of ali bring about desires understood as behavicral disposi-

ons. The tendency will play its role in explaining action only if the behavioral disposi-

I am claiming . . . that having what is generally called a desire involves having tion plays its.” The upshot is that even if we agree with Scanlon that there is a

tendency to see something as areason. . . . Bven if this is true, however, this is niot stinctive class of desires in the directed-attention sense, as he characterizes them, -
F e 3 3

all that desire involves. Having a desire to do something (such as to drink a glass

of water) is not just a matter of seeing something good about it. I might see

something good about drinking a glass of foul-tasting medicine, but would not

therefore be said to have a desire to do so, and I can even see that something

eir existence creates no problem at ail for the idea that desires, understood as behav-
ral dispositions, play a crucial role when it comes to the explanation of action.

CONCLUSION
would be pleasant without, in the normal sense, feeling a desire to do it. Reflec- :
tion on the differences between these cases leads me to what T will call the idea of AsTsaid at the beginning, Scanlon tells us that he has “become convinced that insofar
desire in the directed-attention sense. A person has z desire in the directed-
attention sense that P if the thought that P keeps occurring to him or her in a

favorable light, that is to say, if the person’s attention is directed insistently

aving a desire’ is understood as  state that is distinct from ‘seeing something as
eason,’ it plays almost no role in the justification and explanation of action."® But
1§ we have seen, even when psychological states distinct from desires, so understood,
toward considerations that present themselves as counting in faver of P.% play arole in explaining actions, they either do so by combining with such desires—
is is how means-end beliefs get to play a role in explaining actions when they com-
The trouble with this full-dress proposal, however, is that it makes no sense in Scan: e with intrinsic desires-—or they do so by way of explaining such intrinsic desires
lon's own terms.

To repeat, Scanlon tells us that the only things for which reasons can sensibly be

eans-end beliefs. In both cases, desires understood as behavioral dispositions,

d means-end beliefs so understood too for that matter, play a crucial explanatary

asked or given are judgment-sensitive attitudes. Here, however, he tells us that le in the production of action. Nor should this be surprising. For, to repeat the mes-

desire in the directed-attention sense is a matter of having a tendency to think tha:t ge conveyed earlier on, what makes certain bodily movements actions is the fact
there are reasons for propositions. Presumably he is speaking loosely when he says A they are caused in the right way by intrinsic desires and means-end beliefs,
this, so the question we have to ask ourselves is which judgment-sensitive attitude P_tére both are understood as behavioral dispositions.®
he has in mind. Since when p is a consideration that counts in favor of q, that sounds
like the claim that p supports the truth of q, the answer might appear to be belief
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