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1. According to the so-caled Humean Theory of Mativation, desires are the starting point
of any process of practica deliberation. Humeans work with a picture of the mind in
which there are two basic kinds of motivating seates. desires, which provide the essentia
and necessary motivationa force for action, and beliefs, which are able to motivate only
when standing in the gppropriate relation to a desire. But while desires are essentidly
motivating states, beliefs borrow their motivating force from desires, because by
themsdlves bdiefs are mativationdly inert, given their representationd, non-dynamic,
nature. Beliefs, by definition, are cognitive, not condive, sates, their role isto guide and
to provide the necessary information to satisfy desires. Bdliefs have a* representational
quality”, they work as copies of the world, and their being true conssts in representing it
in the mogt accurate possible way. According to Humeans, there is nothing in the nature
of beiefstha could make them possess the motivationa force that desires have. On the
other hand, desires by themselves are unable to motivate: they need the presence of the
information provided by beliefsin order to be satisfied. In other words, motiveation has its
source in the presence of a desire and ameans-end beli€f. If there were no desires to
serve, we would never be motivated to do anything, because beliefs by themselves do not
have any motivationa power. Bdiefs have only an instrumentd roleto play in
moativetion; they have nothing to do with determining the objects of our desires. Practical
rationdity, according to the Humean theory, is indrumenta rationdity.

Any complete account of mativation requires beliefs and desires, tells us the
Humean, but acknowledging that the primary motivating force comes adways from
desires. Reasons for action, they say, are aways desire-dependent: desires do not depend
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on other rationa congderations, they are not conclusions of any process of practical
reasoning, but dways its sarting point. Although there is no single characterization of
desires given by Humeans, thiskind of theories rests on an essentiadly empiricist
conception of motivation, according to which desires are dispositions to action, dynamic
psychologica states that push us to action, and with respect to which we are ultimately
passive. In Hume' s account, desires are dispositions to act so asto try to bring about the
desired date of affairs, and they “arise from anaturd impulse or ingtinct, which is
perfectly unaccountable’.* Not only in Hume, but in much of the empiricist tradition,
desires are primitive drives that possess agents, and in front of which these are passive
and have no control, because desires are not susceptible of being modified by our beliefs
or by any kind of reasonable argumentation. Given the different nature of beliefs and
desresin the Humean picture, the latter are inaccessible to reason. Desires are
semantically and causdlly isolated from reason: not being copies or representations of
anything, they cannot be true or false, hence they cannot be contrary to reason. Reason is
also impotent to oppose or cause any desire or action.? Rationdlity has nothing to do with
the determination of the objects of our desires, as Hume putsiit, it is “not contrary to
reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my finger”
(Treatise, 416). Desires are not subject to any kind of rational modification or criticism a
al. According to this picture, the mind is divided into two different provinces that have
very little relaion with each other, given ther very different natures.

Thisis, in very rough terms, the theory of practica reasoning that Humean theories
of motivation give us. Ever since Kant, philosophers have reacted againg this theory
proposing different theories of practica reason. But many recent andytical philosophers
have questioned some of the basic premises of the Humean theory. However, they aso
work with the same dements the Humean put forward first: beliefs and desires. Ina
certain way, anti-Humeans work with amodified picture of the belief-desire modd. What
critics of the Humean theory will attack is the dependence of our mativating and
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normative reasons on desires, the idea that al our reasons and the whole edifice of
practical reason depend on desires. But given the framework in which this discussion
takes place, the only other dternative isthat beliefs and cognitive attitudes unseset desires
from their privileged placein practical reason. That is, the anti-Humean will chalenge
Humean skepticism about the motivational power of practical reason.®

The reason of the anti-Humean discontent with the Humean theory is the possible
mora subjectivism and relativism that derive from it. The only way for the anti-Humean
to rescue objectivism for mora theory is by making the edifice of practical reason depend
on beliefs or cognitive states. Cognitivism in mord theory, aswell asin other aress, has
the intention of creating some form of agreement between agents and of achieving
objectivity. Unlike desires, beliefs are subject to the stlandards of truth and falsity that
make possible the achievement of objectivity.

In this way, the anti-Humean will characteristicaly claim that not dl our reasons are
desire-dependent, that there are cases of motivation for which we need a different
account, where the stress has to be put not on the sSide of desires, but on that of beliefs.
Additiondly, a different account of desires and beliefs than that given by the Humean has
to be provided. Basically, anti-Humeans do two things: 1) They reformulate the Humean
conception of desires, and redefine their place in the picture of practica reason. What
mogt critics of the Humean verson of the belief-desire modd find objectionable is not the
clam that motivation requires desires, but the idea that desires be non-cognitive states or
isolated from the influence of cognitive states, and that there are no rationa congraints to
them.* 2) While doing this, they aso deny the Humeen idea that biefs are
motivationdly inert. If desires are to be subject to the influence of bdliefs, beliefs have to
be able to motivate desire and, ultimately, action.

What the anti-Humean basically does is redefine the Humean concept of desreasa
mental state with no rationd congraints. Anti-Humeanstypically redefine desresin

cognitive terms or as susceptible to be motivated by cognitive states. In some extreme
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versons, they deny that desires play any role in the motivation of action, granting some
dates, such as mord judgments—which they take to be cognitive states—motivating
power. We can identify four different choices of anti-Humean strategies® 1) smply get
rid of desresfor the case of mora mativation, claming that cognitive states by
themsalves have motivating power, and do not need the presence of desires. Thiswould
be smilar to the modd of mora motivation proposed by Kant, who claimed that practical
reason by itself was able to motivate action, independently of desires or empirical
inclinations; 2) redefine the concept of desire in terms of beliefs, which we can call the
“Belig-as-Desire Theory”; 3) make desires mere accessories that play a secondary rolein
moativation, bdiefs having the main explanatory role of actions; or findly 4) he may

accept the idea that desires can be independent states motivated by beliefs. Let me
andyze each ore of these Srategies separately. | am going to present the arguments they
use againg the Humean theory of motivation, and then | am going to raise some
questions and criticisms taking them atogether. One of the problems with some of these
anti-Humeen drategies, | shal argue, is that even though they reorganize the pieces of the
game in adifferent way, they keep playing with the same pieces. beliefs and desires.
Moreover, given the way in which these dements were originally characterized, the anti-
Humean redefinition seems to generate more questions than it answers and seems

doomed to fal pray of some of the rules of the game previoudy set up by the Humean.

a) The Kantian Strategy. | cdl this srategy Kantian because it receivesitsfirst and most
forceful formulation in the philosophy of Kant, but has only adopted the terminology of
desires and beliefsin some recent Kantian theories. To be sure, Kant, as many of his
contemporaries and predecessors, didn’'t talk in terms of beliefs and desires, and to try to
reduce his terminology to these two labels would amount to a misunderstanding of his
thinking. Higtoricaly, Kant was among the first philosophers to see the possible

subjectivist and rdlativist consequences that the Humean theory of motivation could have
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in mord theory, and he reacted proposing amode of mora motivation. Kantians attack
the Humean theory of moativation by formulating an dternative theory for the case of
mora motivation, athough they continue to accept the Humean account of motivetion for
behavior in which mord principles are not at stake. Kantianism rests on the idea that
motivation of amora action can come entirely from pure practical reason, without the
intervention of any desire or empirica inclination. Desires and empirical indingtions,

they claim, condtitute a threst to the idea of freedom and autonomy. Since many Kantians
conceive desires and empirica inclinations in terms of active causal forces and belonging
to the redm of nature in which causdlity and determinism reign, then to accept that
motivation come from desires implies an acceptance of determinism and a denid of
freedom: if we are causdlly determined in our moral behavior, then we are not sdif-
determining, aLttonomous, agents.® So the reaction of the Kantian to the Humean modd is
that, if we want to preserve autonomy, freedom, and the purity of mora actions, then
mora motivation has to do without desires or any kind of empiricd inclingtions, that is,
just with pure practical reason. It would be unfair to reduce Kant’s conception of
practical reason to mere beliefs, but trandated into our contemporary jargon of beliefs
and desires, some have talked just in terms of cognitive states.” In any case, the Kantian
model of mora motivation suggests that we can do without desires, mora judgments and
cognitive states are more than enough. Any kind of empirica inclination, such as desres
and emotions are radiically expelled from moral motivation.® But again, thisisamodd of
moral motivation that seems to be content with a Humean account in terms of desires and

bdiefs for the rest of our non-moral actions®

b) Desire-as-Belief. Some philosophersin the Kantian and other traditions have taken the
different strategy of not getting rid of desires, but of reducing them to beliefs. Desires are
just forms of beliefs, we are told. In some versons of this strategy, desiring is equated,

for ingtance, with thinking desirable, and it is possible to congtrue desires as bdiefs of a
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certain sort—beliefs about what is desirable or valuable or beliefs about normétive truths.
The basc ideais that we can identify “Desiring X to be the casg” with “Believing that
[something like] it would be good if X werethe casg’. This“desre-as-bdief” postion, as
it has been cdled, is hed, anong others, by Lloyd Humberstone, for whom desires can
be taken as species of belief and it is always possible to pargphrase a desire statement in
terms of desiderative beliefs, with the dause “it is desireble that” .° Very roughly,
Humberstone shows that introducing an operator ‘D’ to represent thiskind of clauses
alows usto paraphrase adesrefor a asthe bdief that ‘Da’ (‘BDa’), thet is, desiring a
can be paraphrased as believing that a is desirable™*

However, this reduction of desiresto bdliefs seemsto bein trouble when it comesto
face some features of our mentd life that we can characterize asirrationdities, such as
weskness of the will, wishful thinking, sdf-deception and so on. Jay Wallace formulates

thisline of criticdiam in the following way:

...certain kinds of desires can be given arationa explanation, in terms of an agent’s beliefs
(together with principles or norms of practical rationality). This would establish, perhaps, a

rational connection between certain beliefs and certain desires. But to conclude, on this
basis, that the beliefs and desiresin question are identical, or necessarily connected, isto

confuse the rational connections of explanation and justification with laws of psychological

necessity. People areirrational, much of the time, and for this reason alone no rationalist

account should identify beliefs with desires, or hold that they are necessarily connected.*?

If desiring is tantamount to believing something to be desirable or vauable, how
would we explain cases in which we desre something, even though we do not believe it
to be vauable or desrablein any way? How isit possible that an agent has the belief of
something as desirable and, nevertheless, does not desire it? Thisis the very common
case of weakness of the will, where it is perfectly possble to think of something as
desirable, but not desire it just because it is not among our current interests or smply due
to, say, fatigue, apathy, illness or depresson. Various sorts of depression can leave our
evauative outlooks not impaired in any way, but completely remove our desires and

moativation. Thiskind of irrationdity istoo frequent in our lives asfor not taking it asa
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serious limitation to atheory of action of thiskind, and it only shows us that believing
something to be desirable and actualy desiring it are two distinct and independent things.
Not only weakness of the will would be hard to explain, but salf-deception and wishful
thinking aswell, thet is, cases of desresinfluencing our beliefs so that one believes what
isnot true. If the dedre that is motivating the false belief is dso ancther belief, then salf-
deception would be just a case of Smply mistakenly believing something and there would
not be such cases at dl. In any event, the desire-as-belief theorist would have ahard time

accounting for thiskind of irrationdlities™

c) Pure Ascription Theory. Thethird kind of srategy that we can identify hasitsoriginin
the pioneering work on motivation by Thomas Nagel. As part of his srategy againg the
Humean model, Nagel proposes a different concept of desire. This concept does not
replace the Humean concept of desire, accepted by Nagd, but it is additiond to it. Nagel
distinguishes between motivated and unmotivated desres. The latter are the desires the
Humean talks about—for whom al desires are equa and does not make any digtinction
between kinds of desires. Roughly spesking, while motivated desires are those for which
other reasons, such as prior beliefs or rationa considerations, can be provided, for
unmotivated desires no such reasons can be given. Whereas a motivated desire can be
rationalized by other cognitive attitudes the agent has, thisis not the case for an
unmotivated desire. Unmotivated desires would be appetites, cravings, and whims,
desires, 0 to spesk, that just come to us without any invitation. Such desires presumably
have an explanation (physiologicd, psychoandyticd, etc.), but not in terms of an agent’s
reasons. Thiskind of desreis merdy an “ affection (not susceptible to rationa
assessment) to which oneis either subject or not”; ' that is, unmotivated desires are
Humean desires. On the other hand, in the case of motivated desires we can aways
adduce reasons for explaining them other than a smply “she just wantsit”; these desires

are something one comes to have through the recognition thet there is a reason for
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pursuing the object of one' s dedires, thet is, they admit rationalizing explandtions. “Many
desires’, says Nagd, “like many beliefs, are arrived at by decison and after deliberation.
They need not Smply assail us, though there are certain desires that do, like the appetites
and in certain casesthe emotions...” (p. 29). Desreswe arrive at by decision and after
deliberation are motivated desires in which the agent wants the object of her desrefor a
reason. To be sure, not al of our motivated desires are arrived at by decision and after
deliberation, most of the times we don't reflect on what we want and deliberation is not
involved, but if we were asked about our desires, we could aways give justifying reasons
for them, and these reasons would include bdliefs and some kind of retional
consderations. That is, these desires can be explained in terms of the agent’ s reasons for
holding them. It isin this subset of motivated desires where Nagel focuses, and where his
criticism of the Humean theory is based. Even though at times he seems to accept the
Kantian thesis that pure practical reason, rationa consderations or beliefs by themsalves
are enough for explaining action, he inggtsin the incluson of desireswithin the
picture—of course these are not unmotivated Humean desires, but motivated ones.

The claim that a desire underlies every act is true only if desires are taken to include
motivated as well as unmotivated desires, and it is true only in the sense that whatever may
be the motivation for someone’ s intentional pursuit of a goal, it becomesin virtue of his
pursuit ipso facto appropriate to ascribe to him adesire for that goal. But if the desireisa
motivated one, the explanation of it will be the same as the explanation of his pursuit, and it
is by no means obvious that a desire must enter into this further explanation (...) That | have
the appropriate desire smply 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 to me a desire for my own future happiness. But nothing
follows about the role of the desire as a condition contributing to the motivationa efficacy of
those congiderations. (pp. 29-30, itdics in the origind)

This classfication of desresisby itsdf a departure from the Humean theory of
moativation, since it assumes the possibility of desires being motivated by other reasons,
not as sarting points of practica reason, but as one of its possible products. It dso

questions the role that beliefs and desires can play in explaining mativation. The

explanation of the motivated desire that we ascribe when accounting for the action is
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going to be the same one as the one of the belief or the rational considerations that we
ascribe to the agent. However, Nagd’ s paragraph suggests two different theories of
motivation. Nagel himsaf is actudlly ambivaent between both of them. | shal examine
the first one here, and the second one in the next subsection.

We can cdl thefirg theory, following Dancy, the “pure ascription theory”:
according to Nagd, the ascription of adesre “smply followsfrom the fact that these
consderations motivate’ the agent, that is, we ascribe adesire to an agent who is
motivated entirely by her bdliefs, for instance, her buying medica insurance would be
explained entirely by her holding certain beliefs about her future wel-being. In this case
we smply ascribe the desire as following from her belief about what she believes would
promote her future well-being. But the actua burden of the explanation is not carried by
the desire, but by the belief; the desire is ascribed as a consequence of the ascription of
the belief. Thismode probably takes a clearer shape with John McDowell, who precisdy
clamsthat the ascription of some desiresis Smply consequentia upon certain beliefs or
cognitive atitudes with which we credited the agent and that work as the main motivating

reason in the explanation of his action.

Suppose, for instance, that we explain a person’s performance of a certain action by
crediting him with awareness of some fact which makesit likely (in his view) that acting in
that way will be conducive to his interest. Adverting to his view of the facts may suffice, on
its own, to show us the favourable light in which his action appeared to him. No doubt we
credit him with an appropriate desire, perhaps for his own future happiness. But the
commitment to ascribe such a desire is smply consequential on our taking him to act as he
does for the reason we cite; the desire does not function as an independent extra component
in afull specification of his reason, hitherto omitted by an understandable dlipsis of the
obvious, but strictly necessary in order to show how it is that the reason can motivate him.
Properly understood, his belief does that on its own.™

The burden of the explanation is carried by the belief, while the desireisjust
ascribed as a consequence of the agent holding the belief that we cite in the explanation

of hisaction. The desreis consequentialy ascribed and not independently intelligible.
Casesin which the agent’ s conception of aStuation is enough for showing usthe
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favorable light in which his action appeared to him, desires do not play the primary role
that the Humean claims them to have nor they have an independent intdligibility gpart
from the beliefs we cite when accounting for the action. They are not independent
exigences, as the Humean clams, but they depend—as well astheir intdligibility—on
the blief that is ascribed to the agent.

McDowel dso follows Nagd in holding that thisisamodd that works for mora
and prudentid congderations, while accepting the Humean modd for non-mora or non-
prudential reasons. However, he departs from Nagel in stressing the role of perception (or
the agent’ s conception of a Stuation) as the cognitive attitude that triggers motivation and
action. Nagel does not attribute any specia role to perception, and he would rather talk in
terms of the rationa consderations or a process of practical reasoning that would bring
about action. Anyway, athough the cognitive states chosen by these authors for
explaining motivation may be different, in both cases the basc motivationd factor is
cognitive—this emphasisin different cognitive states would certainly have differencesin
the kind of mora theory that they propose, but thisis something that | am not going to

examine here,

d) The Motivated-Desire Theory. Nagd’s classfication of unmotivated and motivated
desires has dso given rise to a different variation of an anti-Humean srategy. Although
we can find it first formulated in Nagd’ s work, this kind of motivated-desire theory has
been developed and refined in Mark Platts s theory of desires’® In Platts's account,
desres can be ether merely consequentialy attributed in virtue of the agent holding
certain beliefs or they can be taken as motivated by the agent’s holding these beliefs.
According to this motivated desire theory, for instance, to think that something is
desirable or moraly or prudentially required can account for the presence of adesire with
the same propositiona content specified in the desirability characterization—the desire
would be a reasonable effect of our beliefs about the desirability of something. Desires
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can be reasonable effects of beliefsin virtue of the relation between their propositiona
contents. My belief that to act in someway is desirable, worthy, required or that | ought
to do it, may reasonably motivate a corresponding desire with the same propostiond
content. The desire would be backed up by such characterization: the reasons that justify
and support these beliefs can likewise be cited to justify and support the desire this
characterization of desirability may bring about. Thus, the reasons adduced for our beliefs
may be considered as reasons for desiring also. When ascribing desires, we should be
able to answer such questions as “why does A desiref 7, and the answer must be given
intermsof A’s reasons for believing, perceiving or characterizing something as desirable
or vauable. We would be able to justify, to give reasons for, our desires, but these

reasons would be pretty much the same reasons that we gave for our beliefs,

2. These four Strategies present us with different ways of construing desires, beliefs and
practica reason that can compete with the Humean theory, specificaly with its basic
clams that desires are Sarting points of any process of practical reasoning, that there are
no internd or retiona condraints to them, and that beliefs are motivationaly inert. It isin
challenging these assumptions that we can take their accounts as criticisms of the
Humean theory. However, dl these dternative theories coincide in admitting thet there is
Humean moativation, where beliefs and desires help together to bring about an action in
the way the Humean claims (perhaps with the exception of the second strategy that tries
to congrue al our desiresin terms of beliefs, but this theory, as we dready saw, presents
severd problems on its own). Nagel, McDowel| and Platts admit, as Kant aso does, that
there is Humean motivation and they are just trying to provide an aternative account for
the cases of morality and of prudence. Kantians are mainly concerned with giving an
account of mora motivation in which desires play no role, in which pure reason is
practicdl in itsissue, but they seem to be content with the Humean account for the rest of

our actions—or just remain sllent about thisissue. Nagel, McDowell and Platts, aswell
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as other philosophers who accept the Nagelian distinction, admit that their account ams
a explaining prudential and mora actions, but acknowledge the possibility of Humean
motivation for the rest of our actions in which unmotivated desires have the main
explanaory rolein actions.'’

However, thereis apuzzle that these criticisms left us with. On an anti-Humeen
account, it isthe agent’ s conception of the Stuation, hisrationa congderations, his
perception of certain vaues, or ultimately, his beliefs of what is vauable and what hasto
be done, what bring about motivation; therefore, to have this conception, these bdiefs, is
to have adesire, or implies a consequentia ascription of adesre. Here a couple of
questions arein place. The first one has to do with the motivationa role of beliefs, and
here is where these critics chalenge the Humean modd: according to Hume, beliefs have
arepresentational nature, and there is nothing in them that provides the necessary force
for motivating action. Bdliefs, the Humean says, are motivationdly inert. The anti-
Humesan challenges this assartion. There are certain kinds of beliefs, he says, that can
work as beliefs (representing redlity, providing knowledge, etc.) and at the sametime
provide motivation for action; they typically characterize them as bdliefs about vaues,
that have some necessary connection with having areason to act.'® These beliefs seem to
have the defining characteristics of both beliefs and desires. JE.J. Altham has called
them “besires”,1° beliefs that in addition of having their natural cognitive role, have dso
the motivating power of desires. However, the anti-Humean does not seem to me to have
provided any philosophica argument for this redefinition of beliefs, and does not redly
tell us much about what gives beliefs about vaues this especia mativating power that
regular beliefs lack, or about what kind of values give beliefs this mativating power. Isit
just our moral and prudentid beliefs that have this capacity? Or beliefs about vauesin
generd? If s0, once again, what is the need to ascribe desires when beliefs about vaues
are doing dl the work? Here appears the second set of questions for the anti-Humean. If

we accept the ideathat beliefs can have amotivationd role and that the burden of the
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explanation isin the belief, why should desire dways be kept within the picture? Why do
anti-Humeansing<t in atributing a dedire to the agent even in cases where the
explanatory burden is carried by some cognitive state and this is supposed to be doing all
the work? | think that the reference to desires, firg of dl, even if it isonly secondary, isa
way of kegping us within the framework of our folk-psychology, in which we usudly
account for actions by attributing desires. But more important than thistrivia reason, it
seems to me that the real reason has to do with the acceptance of a centrd thesis of the
belief-desire modd: the distinction between beliefs and desresin terms of their different
direction of fit.2° Thisistheideathat beliefs am a fitting the world, and their fitting the
world istheir being true, while desres am at the world fitting with them, they aim at
changing the world. Even when the burden of the explanation is carried by a cognitive
state (e.g. the belief about vaues, the conception of the Stuation), yet the action shows
the presence of amentd state with the direction of fit of adesre. An action dways shows
achange in the world, and this would show the presence of a desire. According to Platts,
the argument would be something like this. “any action (other than intentional
omissions) is, and must be meant to be, a change in the world; but any such intended
change requires the obtaining of a mental state with a ‘direction of fit' of the kind
distinctive of desire”.?* Thiswould be the reason of why the anti-Humean seemsto be
committed to the ascription of desires, even when they are secondary or accessory
motivating reasons for action, and the belief is providing the red motiveting force. The
intention of this argument is to show that the condtitutive e ements of amotivating reason
must include reference to adesire, but, at the same time, thiswould aso show us the
commitment of the anti-Humean to one of the centra theses of the belief-desire modd.
Humeans and anti-Humeans are united in their acceptance of the notion of direction of

fit, and ultimately, in their acceptance of the belief-desire modd.?? If | am right, the
discussion between these two riva theories seems to be trapped in the conceptua

framework of thismodd. Also, if | am right in claiming that the reason for keeping
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desres within the picture of motivation has to do with the acceptance of the thesis of the
direction of fit of beliefs and desres with the world, then the anti- Humean would il
have to tdl us astory about how something with the direction of fit of beliefs can a the
same time have the opposite direction of fit and can motivate a desire, which isthe sate
that is supposed to have motivationa power.

The redefinition of beliefs in terms of motivating beliefs means the acceptance of the
idea that there are certain beliefs that can have both directions of fit. Their cognitive
nature implies that they have the direction of fit of beliefs, that is, amind-to-world
direction of fit: they am & the true, and they are true when they fit the world; but they
aso have the opposite direction of fit: world-to-mind, Snce ther having maotiveting
power implies that they are so god-directed, and am at changing the world—starting
with the modifications of existence that desres are. The existence of states with both
directions of fit would make completdy unnecessary theinclusion of desireswithin the
theory—however, anti-Humeansingst in indluding desires within their theory of
motivation. All thiswould imply a contradiction in the anti-Humean version of the belief-
desire moddl.%3

| asked before for a more precise characterization of motivating beliefs than that
given by the anti-Humean, but this anti-Humean, in histurn, could very well ask usfor a
reason that would preclude evauative beliefs from motivating. “What precludes beliefs,
by themsdlves, without the intervention of degires, from motivating?’, he might ask. This
is alegitimate question, even though it gives rise to my second set of questions about the
irrdlevance of including desires within the picture. But the red problem with this question
isthat it ssems to keep us within the limits of avery peculiar image of practical reason
and, ultimately, of our mentd life. The question islegitimate, but | think it is not the right
guestion to ask. The question should not be whether beliefs by themsalves are able to
motivate, but whether any mentd State by itself is able to motivate any intentiona action
a dl, independently of its relations with other menta dtates or, ultimately, with the whole
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of our mentd life. Asking whether beliefs by themselves can provide enough mativation
for action seemsto assume that beliefs can act independently of other mental states—
independently of desires or other condtive attitudes, in the first place. A belief by itsdlf,
just asadedre by itself, seemsto be as unable to mativate any intentiond action or
process of thought as any other mentd Sateis, if taken separately from the rest of the
web of inferentid relations with other states. The mere belief that something is good or
vauable seems to be as unable to motivate any intentional action or process of thought by
itself, as the mere desire that something be the case.

The question about the motivating power of beliefs, it ssemsto me, remitsusto a
framework of thinking very smilar to the one we find in Hume' s philasophy of mind,
with his corpuscular theory of the mind, in which different menta states are corpuscles
that work in different provinces or departments; atheory in which mental states can work
separately from the rest of our mentd life. Thisisthe way of thinking that wefind in
Hume, but dso in Kant, who thought that pure practical reason was able to motivate
actions independently of its relations with our emotive menta states and our empirica
indinations. This is a picture in which the mind seems to be compartmentdized: a picture
in which desires can stop working when mora beliefs are in play. These pictures of the
mind are not very different from the one we find in people asking the question about the
moativationa nature of this or that menta state (Some being inert, some others active), as
if this or that mental state had any motivationa power by itsdf. A possible answer to this
debate, once again, could be that specific menta states by themselves do not motivate
because menta states do not work separately from other mental states or from the rest of
our mentd life. We could cdl this position mental holism about motivation: the idea thet
the motivating power of any mentd date is determined by its place in an inferentia web
of menta states comprising awhole theory about the reasons we have for acting. The
opposite picture, the one we find equally in Humeans and anti-Humeans, with ther

concerns about the motivating power of this or that mental state, responds more to an

15
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atomism that derives from Hume's corpuscular theory of the mind. This atomism would
characterize the mativational power of menta states not so much in terms of their
position within the web of menta states, but it would say that this or that mentd state has
motivational power independently of itsinferential relations to other mental States or
independently of its position in the web.?*
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theories—such as Richard Jeffrey’ s decision theory. Thiswould also imply that classical decision theory is
not motivationally neutral, because it does not tol erate non-Humean interpretations (Lewis, “Desire as
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