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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT: DOING WITHOUT DESIRING

The Humean belief-desire theory of motivation remains the orthodoxy in philosophical
psychology. My dissertation defends a novel alternative to the belief-desire theory that departs in
crucial ways from the common attempts by motivational cognitivists to upset this standard view.

Everyone accepts that moral judgments have effects—that our thoughts about morality
are capable of shaping how we act. An agent might volunteer to organize a charity gala or to help
build housing for the needy because she thinks successful people have a duty to give back to their
community. Or, maybe she holds that it is wrong to stand idly by when she could bring about
some good result instead. Or, she might help out simply because “It’s the right thing to do.”
According to the belief-desire picture, we must point to some further state of our agent—some
passionate state like desire—in order to explain how these judgments shape her action. The
Humean is not suggesting that our agent is necessarily selfish or narcissistic. She may sincerely
want to give back, to help those in need, or to do the right thing. Yet there must be something
she wants, the Humean insists, because only states like desire are capable of moving us. Belief—
even moral judgment—is no more than desire’s slave.

This Humean insistence to the contrary notwithstanding, it is not wild to think that
moral judgments are capable of playing a directly motivational role. It is plausible that the reason
we can explain an agent’s behavior by referring to her moral assessments is that these attitudes
are capable of directly moving her to act. My defense of this anti-Humean hypothesis is
distinctive in that it does not proceed from the lofty assumptions about rationality, morality, and
agency that often drive motivational cognitivists (those who reject the Humean orthodoxy). The
picture I develop is built largely out of Humean materials. I try to show that cognitivism is
actually compatible with—and in some ways even supported by—the very considerations that
have made the Humean picture seem so attractive.

As a case in point, many philosophers are attracted to Humeanism because of the fact that
severely depressed and amoral agents are unmoved by their moral judgments. I agree with most
Humeans that our moral judgments don’t always move us as they should. However the
methodological principles that drive us to this conclusion also suggest that our desires don’t
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always move us either. Rather than posing a problem for cognitivism, depressed agents and
amoralists illustrate that moral judgments are more closely analogous to typical motivational
states than most philosophers acknowledge.

By developing and deploying a standard (Humean friendly) account of desire in a novel
way, I offer a possible cognitivist explanation of these close analogies between moral beliefs and
desires. This explanation claims that there are “besires” — cognitive states with features that are
thought to be distinctive of desires. Humeans and cognitivists alike are skeptical of this account
because besires are thought to be extravagant or even a priori incoherent posits. I argue that,
properly understood, besires are not as bizarre as everyone takes them to be. I argue that on all of
the extant attempts to distinguish the cognitive and the motivational “sides” of the mind, there
are good reasons for thinking that moral judgments really are besires in the relevant sense.
Moreover, I argue, the existence of besires is a plausible empirical hypothesis that we should not
try to rule out from the armchair in the first place.
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