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"In things which are absolutely indifferent there can be no choice and consequently

no option or will, since choice must have some reason or principle."

–Leibniz, Theodicy

“Sensibility does not necessitate its action. There is in man a power of

self-determination, independently of any coercion through sensuous impulses.”

–Kant, Critique of Pure Reason

1 Introduction

Schopenhauer once said that man is free to do as he wills, but not to want as he wills.1 Here I

take Schopenhauer to be rejecting bouletic voluntarism, the thesis that human beings can form

their desires at will.

So understood, Schopenhauer’s dictum is a bit of contemporary philosophical orthodoxy;

reflection on paradigm cases of desire makes it easy to see why. Perhaps it’s up to me whether

I satisfy my desire to snooze an extra ten minutes. But there doesn’t seem to be any interesting

sense in which it’s up to me whether I have that desire in the first place. You can sensibly ask me

why I chose to indulge my desire to snooze; but you can’t sensibly ask me why I chose to desire

to snooze. After all, if it were a matter of my choosing, why would I allow myself to be plagued

by such yearning?

This kind of case is not exceptional. Introspect and I imagine you’ll find few if any desires

that you would naturally describe as having been arrived at voluntarily. Maybe you’ll find desires

that are the byproducts of other things you did voluntarily: for example, a desire for nicotine

brought on by a voluntary decision to take up smoking. But such cases do not undermine the

intended interpretation of Schopenhauer’s dictum: voluntarily doing something that causes a

change in one’s desires is one thing; voluntarily changing one’s desires is another.

Nonetheless, I believe that Schopenhauer’s dictum is wrong. Ordinary human beings can

and often do want at will. This is not because, contrary to appearances, desires like my desire

to snooze an extra ten minutes are typically formed voluntarily. (I don’t believe that.) Nor is it

because we can voluntarily cause ourselves to have different desires, say by taking up smoking.

1 Or at least sayings like this are commonly attributed to him. The original German is ‘Der Mensch kann tun was er will;
er kann aber nicht wollen was er will’ (Schopenhauer 1960).
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(I do believe that; it’s just beside the point.) The reason I believe Schopenhauer is wrong is

because I believe: (i) we can and often do voluntarily decide what we want when weighing

between options that are equally desirable, as in the case of Buridan’s ass; and (ii) we can and

often do voluntarily decide how discriminating our desires are when weighing between options

that are almost (but not quite) equally desirable.

Most of this paper (§§2-11) is devoted to explaining and defending these ideas. But I will

also take the time to explore a number of their consequences (§§12-14), especially in connection

to questions concerning the relationship between desire and action.

2 ‘Wanting’

I’ll start with some preliminary points about the subject matter and methodology of this paper.

In asking whether human beings can want at will, my interest is in the ordinary notion of

wanting—that is: whatever attitude is picked out by ‘want’ in natural language sentences of the

form ‘S wants p’. I will not be making any prior assumptions about this attitude’s theoretical

roles. Instead, I will be taking claims involving ‘want’ (and its cognates) more or less at face

value—assuming that their felicity implies their truth, that the felicity of their denials implies

their falsehood, and so on—with the aim of getting clear on the picture of the mind given to us

by such judgments.

On occasion I’ll consider certain error-theories, but for the most part I will simply set aside

any thoroughgoing skepticism about the probative force of linguistic intuition with respect to the

nature of ordinary desire. To be clear, though: despite the fact that much of the argumentation

of this paper will center on claims about what agents can or cannot be felicitously said to want,

the subject matter of the paper is not the word ‘want’, but the nature and norms of wanting

itself. The linguistic judgments are merely meant to serve as windows into the relevant states of

mind.

I will use ‘want’ and ‘desire’ interchangeably (as I have so far), treating ‘S wants p’ as syn-

onymous with ‘S desires p’, ‘p is one of S’s desires’, and so on. It is questionable whether the

ordinary notions of ‘want’ and ‘desire’ are genuine synonyms (Davis 1984). But ‘desire’ is readily

nominalized in a way that ‘want’ is not, making it convenient to treat the two expressions as if

they were semantically equivalent. To the extent that this is a distortion, the official target of this

paper is wanting, not desire. But from here on out I will ignore this possibility and assume that

the question of whether agents can want at will is one and the same as the question of whether

agents can desire at will.

I will assume that desire (wanting) is a propositional attitude, and so will be interpreting

schematic desire-reports like ‘S wants p’ as expressing a relation between a subject and a propo-

sition. This is really just for convenience. Ordinary desire reports typically take infinitival (‘I

want to snooze’) and nominal complements (‘I want a nap’) rather than that-clauses (‘I want

that I snooze’). But it’s easy enough to translate between the two (‘I want to snooze’↔ ‘I want

that I snooze’). And to the extent that these translations fail to preserve synonymy (Montague

2007), the differences shouldn’t be germane to any of the substantive claims I defend in this

paper.
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In addition to desire, I will also be discussing preference. Here too I am interested in the

ordinary notion—i.e., the attitude expressed by ‘prefers’ in sentences of the form ‘S prefers p to

q’. I won’t be defending a theory of (ordinary) preference in this paper. Nor will I try to stake

out the exact relationship between desire and (ordinary) preference. But I will assume that the

two attitudes are connected in certain straightforward ways. For example, I will assume that,

generally speaking, you prefer things you want to things you fail to want (i.e., if you want p

and don’t want q, then you prefer p to q); and that, generally speaking, if you fail to have a

preference between two things, then either they are both things you want or both things you fail

to want (i.e, if you are indifferent between p and q, then either both p and q are compatible with

what you want or neither is). In virtue of these sorts of penumbral connections, my arguments

for voluntarism about desire should transpose cleanly into arguments for voluntarism about

preference.2

Finally, I will be taking for granted that ‘want’ and its cognate notations are highly context-

sensitive. Arguments and examples in support of this idea are legion.3 Here’s one for the sake of

concreteness (we’ll see many others over the course of the paper): a person can at one point say

something like ‘Of course I don’t want to pay my taxes; I’d rather spend the money on frivolities’,

and then at another point say something like ‘Of course I want to pay my taxes; I don’t want to go

to jail’. Supposing the person says both things, does it follow that they have incoherent desires,

or that they underwent some kind of change of mind between the two speeches? I don’t see why

it would. For a much simpler explanation of how these apparently contradictory desire reports

could be true at once is that ‘want’ is context-sensitive—i.e., that it can express different rela-

tions on different occasions of use—with the natural (true) interpretations of the two speeches

involving different resolutions of this context-sensitivity. Of course, anyone who favors this sort

of view faces residual questions about the parameters of context-sensitivity (ordering sources?

alternative sets? expected utility thresholds?), as well as meta-semantic questions about how

and why those parameters get set in the way they do on different occasions of use. But we can be

confident ‘want’ is context-sensitive even if we’re in the dark about the answers to these difficult

questions.

All that said: despite the fact that I take ‘want’ to be highly-context sensitive, I will often

be ignoring issues related to its context-sensitivity, and will tend to use rather than mention

‘want’ over the course of the discussion. This is in service of avoiding what would otherwise

be an oppressive amount of meta-linguistic ascent. But I also believe this simplifying choice

2 There is a substantial literature on the question of the relationship between desire and “preference”—see, e.g., Luce
& Raiffa (1957), Dreier (1996), Pollock (2006), Bermúdez (2009), Schroeder (2010), Schulz (2015), Barrett (2019),
Blumberg (2022a), and Fanciullo (2022, forthcomingb) for discussion. However, I put ‘preference’ in square quotes
because with the exception of Blumberg (2022a) (see especially his §3) and Fanciullo (forthcomingb), most of the
contributions to this literature seem not to be explicitly concerned with the relationship between (ordinary) desire
and ordinary preference (i.e., the attitude picked out by the natural language expression ‘prefers’). Instead, they
seem to be concerned with the relationship between desire and a quasi-theoretical notion of preference, which is
typically operationalized in terms of an agent’s dispositions to act or choose (and then employed in the construction
of a decision-theoretic apparatus). My discussion, by contrast, will focus on the ordinary notion of preference, and
will for the most part sidestep questions about its connections to these more theoretical notions. For more on some
of the interpretive and methodological issues involved here, see, e.g., Lewis (1974), Pettit (1991), Hausman (2011),
Dietrich & List (2016), Guala (2019), Thoma (2020), Beck (forthcoming), and Fanciullo (forthcominga).

3 For helpful discussion of the varieties of context-sensitivity in desire ascriptions—as well as the theoretical conse-
quences of this context-sensitivity—see, e.g., Davis (1984), Heim (1992), von Fintel (1999), Rubinstein (2017), Blum-
berg & Holguín (2019), Jerzak (2019), Blumberg & Hawthorne (2021, 2022), Phillips-Brown (2021, 2025, forthcom-
ing), Blumberg (2022a).
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is substantively harmless, since I believe the kinds of judgments that tell in favor of bouletic

voluntarism can be replicated across variations in the relevant parameters of context-sensitivity

(whatever they may be). In fact, I believe bouletic voluntarism holds on all ways of resolving the

context-sensitivity of ‘want’, and thus that the truth of ‘Human beings can and often do want at

will’ is not sensitive to context.4 But if this universal generalization turns out to be wrong, I am

happy to settle for the more conservative claim that bouletic voluntarism holds of the attitudes

expressed by ‘want’ on some of its most natural interpretations.

3 ‘At will’

So much for what I mean by ‘want’. What about ‘at will’?

3.1 On doing at will

As a vague first pass, doing something at will involves doing it intentionally and directly, without

mediation by means of one’s environment or some other action.5 The relevant concept could

just as easily be expressed by any of: ‘making up one’s mind’, ‘deciding’, ‘choosing’, ‘picking’,

‘selecting’, or ‘exercising direct agential control’.6 But officially I’ll be understanding the notion

by ostension.

Mental activities provide a number of paradigm cases of acts of will. When you imagine

a scene, think through an argument, or attend to select features of your present conscious ex-

perience, it is often by an act of the will. Not always, of course; any of these things can “just

happen”—as in the case of intrusive thoughts, sudden environmental stimuli, and so on (Straw-

son 2003). And unsurprisingly there can be cases where it seems indeterminate whether the

relevant mental activity ought to be described as having been done at will versus having oc-

curred by no choice of one’s own.7 But that’s all perfectly consistent with the fact that what we

imagine, think about, or attend to can be and often is under our voluntary control.

Further paradigm cases of acts of will can be found at the boundary of the mental and the

corporeal. Take subvocalized speech. Both whether you’re subvocalizing and, if so, what you

happen to be saying to yourself, are often determined at will (Chomsky 1966). Likewise with

the facts about what we try to do.8 You can try at will to lift a finger, picture an ouroboros, or

move the moon with your mind. Indeed, in some cases of trying—say when you’re unknowingly

4 To be clear, the claim that bouletic voluntarism holds on all ways of resolving the context-sensitivity of ‘want’ is not
equivalent to the claim that every kind of desire is such that we can and often do form desires of that kind at will. Desires
not formed at will constitute a trivial counterexample. Perhaps “appetitive” desires, in the sense of Davis (1984), or
“unmotivated desires”, in the sense of Nagel (1970, p. 29), constitute more interesting classes of counterexamples as
well. But these examples are no threat to the context-invariant truth of bouletic voluntarism, since (as far as I can tell)
there are no interpretations of ‘want’ on which (e.g.) ‘S wants p’ is synonymous with ‘S appetitively wants p’ and/or
‘S unmotivatedly wants p’.

5 For more on the relevant notion of directness, see, e.g., Danto (1965), Alston (1988), Shemmer (2005, §3), and Mele
(2017).

6 Some philosophers have argued for the importance of drawing a distinction between picking and choosing, where
(roughly) “picking” is a kind of arbitrary selection between options, while “choosing” is non-arbitrary selection
(Ullmann-Margalit & Morgenbesser 1977). So understood, both picking and choosing are acts of the will. As it
turns out, the cases that motivate the distinction will underly one of the two main arguments I’ll be giving for bouletic
voluntarism (§6.)

7 See Levy (forthcoming) for relevant discussion of this exact issue in the case of mind wandering.
8 See, e.g., O’Shaughnessy (1973, 1980), Pietroski (2000), Holguín & Lederman (forthcoming).
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paralyzed or attempting telekinesis—it may be that the relevant trying is nothing over and above

the performance of an act of the will.

The examples of speech and trying are also useful in bringing out the distinction between

doing something at will and doing something consciously. As you subvocalize, there can be many

points where you fail to consciously attend to your particular choice of words; but that doesn’t

stop them from being just that: a choice of words. Likewise with trying: each of the letters in

this sentence is such that I tried to type it, and each such typing event was partly the result of

an act of the will, but few of the letters were such that I was consciously aware that I was trying

to type them. Doing something at will does not entail being consciously aware of what one is

doing.

So far I’ve only mentioned activities we perform at will. But there are also states we enter

(or withdraw from) at will. Consider intention. Over the course of a morning you can go from

intending to go to the gym that afternoon, to having no intention either which way, to actively

intending not to go, with each transition occurring at will. There are also cases in which it

is plausible the will is essential to our capacity to form intentions—in particular, cases where

we are deliberating between two or more equally desirable courses of action, in the manner of

Buridan’s ass (more on which shortly).9

Our power to choose our intentions is not unlimited, of course. A plausible lesson of Kavka’s

(1983) toxin puzzle is that there are things we just can’t help but fail to intend to do, no matter

how much it would be in our interest to have those intentions. But this is consistent with the

claim that, often enough, the facts about what we do or do not intend to do are determined by

voluntary choices (Shepherd 2018).

The last positive paradigm case I’ll mention is guessing. Since I’ll be discussing voluntarism

about guessing in some detail in §4, here I’ll be brief and point to one quick example. Suppose

I show you a fair coin and ask you to guess how it will land. You might guess heads, you might

guess tails.10 What determines what your guess is? As far as I can tell, it’s an act of the will: you

simply make up your mind one way or the other.

With these examples in mind, the claim that we can form desires at will is to be under-

stood as the claim that we can form desires like that—like the way we sometimes guess, intend,

try, subvocalize, and picture. Beyond this, I won’t be making any further assumptions about

what’s involved with willing something: the psychological mechanisms underlying it, its epis-

temic properties, or what have you. I will, however, close this section via negativa, and mention

some examples of changes in desire that I will not be counting as evidence in favor of bouletic

voluntarism.

3.2 On wanting at will, in particular

Let’s return to one of the examples from the introduction. Suppose I choose to take up smok-

ing, knowing full well that doing so will result in my acquiring a (yet unpossessed) desire for

nicotine. In fact, suppose I take up smoking for this very reason: so that I can experience the

desire for nicotine, a la Frankfurt’s (1971)’s addiction therapist. I eventually start smoking and,

9 See, e.g., Bratman (1987, 1999), Holton (2009, ch. 1).
10 Or perhaps you’ll simply not have any particular guess. More on this possibility in §4.

5



predictably, acquire the desire for sweet nicotine. Does it follow that this desire was formed at

will? No. All that follows is that I’ve willed myself to do something that (predictably) caused me

to have the desire. Here the connection between my willing and my desire for nicotine is too in-

direct to count as a case of wanting at will (at least in the sense of interest).11 Analogous points

go through for some of the other ways we can exert control over our desires: brain surgery,

hypnosis, meditation, techniques of positive visualization, and so on. Though it would not be

completely unnatural to describe these sorts of desires as having been formed “at will”, the rela-

tionship between the willing and the desire is too ballistic to be an instance of the phenomenon

in which I’m interested.

Cases of ballistic desire formation aside, there are other putative examples of desiring at will

that have been discussed in the literature, but that are different in spirit than the kinds I’ll be

exploring in this paper.12 Here I’ll just mention one.

Ruth Chang (2009, 2013a,b, 2017, 2020) has argued that when faced with so-called hard

choices—roughly, decisions between options that are naturally described as incomparable, in-

commensurable, and/or “on a par”, like the choice between a career as a lawyer versus a career

as a harpist—we can generate reasons for favoring certain options over others at will (cf. Raz

1998, Elson 2021, §4).13 For example: when weighing between the two careers, one might

simply decide that the “dulcimer tones of the harp” are a reason to pursue a career as a harpist,

thereby making them a reason to pursue it (Chang 2009, p. 247). In virtue of having these

freshly willed reasons, one has new, non-arbitrary grounds for intentionally resolving the hard

choices one faces, and to identify with one’s subsequent course of action.

Let’s suppose Chang is right about this restricted form of voluntarism about reasons. From

here it’s a short step to an argument for voluntarism about desire.14 For supposing we can (and

presumably often do) desire to do what we have most reason to do, it would seem to follow that

we also have the power to generate new preferences at will—viz., the preferences that issue

from our recognizing that we (now) have most reason to resolve the hard choice in a certain

way. To continue with the example: the person faced with the choice between a career in law

and a career as a harpist initially has no preference between the two, but by an act of the will

comes to see more value in the harp than in the law, and thereby comes to acquire a preference

for harpistry. And perhaps this would be deserving of the label ‘wanting at will’.

It would be fine for my purposes if this sort of argument for bouletic voluntarism counted.

But I think there are reasons for skepticism. One is that the connection between the relevant

act of will and the resulting desire is more ballistic than I’d like it to be. It seems to me more

natural to describe such cases as ones in which one’s desires simply conform to the freshly willed

facts about what one has most reason to do than as ones in which the desires themselves have

been willed into existence. But obviously these matters are subtle. The more pressing issue is

11 See, e.g., Williams (1973, ch. 9) and Shemmer (2005, §3) for further discussion of the relationship between willing
and “directness”.

12 See, e.g., Harman (1976, 1998), Shemmer (2004, 2005).
13 There’s a bit of a terminological morass around the phenomenon of hard choices, which for the purposes of this paper

we do better to avoid. What’s meant to be distinctive about these choices is that they involve comparison between
options that seem to be neither better, worse, nor equally good as one another, in a way that seems to go beyond
its merely being vague which of these relations holds between them. See Andersson & Hsieh (2025) for further
discussion.

14 Note: this is not an argument Chang has made or would endorse, to my knowledge. But see Elson (2021).
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that this path to bouletic voluntarism involves a number of controversial theoretical commit-

ments—commitments I’d rather not to take on if I don’t have to.15 So the arguments I will give

for bouletic voluntarism will not be premised on judgments about hard choices.

This section has attempted to get clearer on what is meant by ‘at will’ in the claim that we

can and often do want at will. Instead of giving an explicit analysis of the notion, I’ve tried to

anchor it to judgments about certain sorts of mental states and activities, as well as to distinguish

it from certain other methods of quasi-voluntary desire formation. The next section will argue

in more detail for a claim briefly made above: that we can and often do form guesses at will.

The discussion of guessing will serve two purposes. First, it will more firmly establish the kind

of willing I think is involved in typical cases of wanting at will, beyond the gesturing that’s

happened so far. And second, it will serve as a sort of prelude to the paper’s central argument

for bouletic voluntarism.

4 Prelude: guessing at will

Suppose again I show you a fair coin and ask you to guess how it will land once flipped. Suppose

you’re certain the coin is fair and that it will land either heads or tails (rather than explode in

mid-air, land on its side, etc.). And suppose you have no better use of your time than to engage

with me. What, then, is your guess?

I see three reasonable answers you might give:

- Heads.

- Tails.

- Either heads or tails / Not on its side / I don’t know.

That is: you might guess heads, you might guess tails, or you might be agnostic, guessing only

that the coin will land some way or other.16

Let’s set aside agnosticism for now; we’ll return to it in a moment. Suppose you take an

opinionated stance, and suppose in fact your guess is heads. In virtue of what is this your guess?

As far as I can tell, the answer is very likely to be something along the lines of: it’s what you

decided to guess.17 What else could really be going on here? Again, by hypothesis you find both

possible outcomes equally likely, so it’s not like your estimation of the probabilities gives you

reason to favor one outcome over the other. And, if you’re like me, it’s not like you introspected

and noticed that there was a guess there and that it was heads. Rather, you considered the

question and then made up your mind that way.
15 Chief among these is the commitment to failures of comparability between options. For a recent argument against

the existence of such failures, see Dorr et al. (2023).
16 Two clarificatory points. First, as I intend to use the word ‘guess’, we would be asking the same thing if instead

the question were ‘How do you think the coin will land?’—cf. Holguín (2022). Second, much of what I say in this
section will talk about the kinds of guesses you can reasonably report yourself as having. The decision to put things
in terms of guess-reports is for vivacity, and is not essential to the argument. The same points would go through in
foro interno. For further evidence that guesses correspond to genuine mental states, see, e.g., Horowitz (2019), Dorst
& Mandelkern (2023), Quillien et al. (2023).

17 This is to say nothing about the more fundamental psychological mechanisms underlying one’s decision to guess heads
(though for some potentially relevant discussion, see, e.g., Icard 2016, 2021), let alone the neurological mechanisms
underlying those psychological mechanisms (Davidson 1970). The question of interest here is folk psychological, and
at the level of folk psychology ‘decision’ seems to me the most natural description of the grounds of the guess (cf.
Holton 2009, Ch. 3).
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More generally, being asked to guess the result of a fair coin toss is like being in the midst

of a doxastic Buridan case: you’re faced with two options that are equally (epistemically) good,

and you can either remain still (be agnostic) or make up your mind between them (guess heads,

guess tails). We can and often do make up our minds this way, breaking the tie whichever way

we please. In doing so, we exercise direct voluntary control over a certain aspect of our overall

doxastic state.

Tie-breaking is not the only role for the will in guessing. This is because there is nothing that

forces you to guess one of heads or tails in particular; you could instead be agnostic, remaining

still between the two options, as it were. Suppose this is your stance: you neither guess that

the coin will land heads nor guess that the coin will land tails, but instead guess merely that

the coin will land some way or other.18 Once again the question arises: in virtue of what is this

your guess? And once again it seems to me that, at least in many ordinary cases, the reason

your guess is ‘Either heads or tails’—rather than ‘Heads’ in particular or ‘Tails’ in particular—is

because that’s how you’ve made up your mind.19 Nothing about the situation makes it inevitable

that you have an opinion or that you lack one. It’s up to you to decide.

So there are at least two places for the will to enter the picture when it comes to guessing.

First, in settling whether one is to be agnostic or opinionated; and second, supposing one is to

be opinionated, in breaking ties.

Note, however, that agnosticism can come in degrees. Consider now a horse race instead of

a coin flip. Suppose there are four entrants, A, B, C, and D, whose respective chances of winning

you know to be 40%, 30%, 20%, and 10%. Suppose you’re asked what your guess is as to the

outcome of the race (i.e., ‘Who do you think will win?’). How might you answer? To my ears,

any of the following replies would be entirely standard:20

- A. ✓

- A or B. ✓

- Not D. ✓

- Either A, B, C, or D / Some horse or other. ✓

If you opt for the first answer, you are fully opinionated; if opt for the last, you are fully agnostic.

By opting for one of the middle two, you are neither fully opinionated nor fully agnostic, but a

mix of both. And which of these is your guess seems to be a matter of how you make up your

mind. Once again, nothing about your estimation of the underlying probabilities forces your

hand any which way. So it’s up to you to decide not just whether you’re opinionated on the

answer to the question at hand, but how opinionated you are.
18 Calling this state a “guess” is a bit misleading, since you are sure that the coin will land either heads or tails, and we

don’t normally call things we are sure of guesses. But nothing of substance hangs on this: it’s perfectly fine to answer
in the affirmative if asked whether one thinks the coin will land either heads or tails (and in the negative if asked
whether there is some particular way one thinks the coin will land). And for my purposes that’s enough to count as
having the relevant guess.

19 Things are slightly more subtle here, since one might start off having no particular guess, but then be unwilling or
otherwise incapable of adopting a particular guess. In that sort of case, it’s not clear that we’d want to describe one’s
agnosticism as having been arrived at will. Even then, what matters is that we can sometimes actively decide to be
agnostic, much in the same way we can actively decide to remain still. And I see little reason for suspicion there.

20 Note that on the intended interpretation of these answers, the proposition expressed by (e.g.) ‘A or B’ would be more
exactly expressed by something like ‘I don’t have a view on which particular horse will win, but I do think it will be
either A or B’. But for brevity’s sake I will stick with the simpler answers in what follows. See Holguín (2022), Dorst
& Mandelkern (2023), and Skipper (2023) for further discussion of the patterns here.
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From here on out I will be taking for granted that we can and often do guess at will, both in

breaking ties and in determining our degree of agnosticism. Of course, we can imagine situations

in which one can’t help but have some particular guess as to the outcome of a coin toss, or in

which one simply “finds oneself” guessing that the winner of the horse race will be any horse

other than D. Likewise, if we suppose (as I do) that (i) our states of surety are not determined at

will, and that (ii) being sure of something entails having it as one’s guess (i.e., that if you’re sure

that p, you think that p), then anytime you’re asked to guess the answer to a question whose

answer were sure of, your guess to that question will not be determined at will. But as before,

this is all perfectly consistent with the claim that guesses can be and often are determined at

will.

The previous section outlined a number of paradigm examples of voluntary acts and states.

But I believe guessing provides the best model of the kind of willing I believe is involved in

desire. In saying that we can and often do want at will, I am happy to limit myself to the claim

that we can and often do form our desires in a manner that’s as voluntary as the manner in

which we form our guesses.

Dialectically, this puts constraints on the kinds of objections that can be raised against bouletic

voluntarism. If an argument against the possibility of desiring at will can be transposed straight-

forwardly into an argument against the possibility of guessing at will, then we should not make

much of that argument. To give a toy example: one might object that certain putative cases of

wanting at will are not cases in which the relevant desires are formed voluntarily, but are instead

cases in which the desires are the result of some kind of deterministic sub-personal process that

(for whatever reason) is often accompanied by the distinctive phenomenology of choice. But

absent reason to think that the same diagnosis cannot be applied to the “choices” underlying

our guesses, we should be unmoved by this sort of objection. What we would have is not an ob-

jection to the claim that we desire at will, but a partial account of what it is to desire something

at will.

I’ve gone through this detour on guessing not just because guessing helps further clarify the

intended interpretation of ‘at will’, or because, dialectically, it serves as a catch-all for certain

kinds of objections to bouletic voluntarism. I’ve gone through it because—as I soon hope to

show—there is a deep structural parallel between guessing and desiring.

Just as our guesses fail to supervene on how likely we find things (our credences), so too do

our desires fail to supervene on how desirable we find things (roughly: our subjective values).

Two agents with identical credence functions can guess differently, since they can choose to break

ties in different ways, or to adopt different levels of agnosticism. And two agents with identical

“desirability functions” can have different desires, since they can choose to break evaluative

ties in different ways, or to adopt different levels of asceticism (i.e., indifference to evaluative

difference). It is in these respects that we can and often do want at will.

The next few sections of the paper will develop these ideas in a few steps. I’ll start by un-

packing the relevant notion of desirability (§5). Then I’ll argue in favor of bouletic tie-breaking

(§6)—the claim that our desires can discriminate between options we take to be equally desir-

able—and asceticism (§7)—the claim that our desires can fail to discriminate between options

we take to be unequally desisrable. As we’ll see in §8, if these claims are right, then the re-
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lationship between desire and desirability is considerably more complex than is suggested by

standard theories of desire. I’ll then turn to offering my own preferred account of the rela-

tionship (§9), which is in terms of a principle I call cogency—the bouletic analog of a principle

that has been argued to govern the relationship between guessing and credence (Holguín 2022,

Dorst & Mandelkern 2023). Only then in §10 will we finally see the direct argument for bouletic

voluntarism.

5 Desirability

I am going to help myself to the assumption that, in addition to the facts about which propositions

agents desire, there are facts about how desirable those propositions are for those agents.

Desirability, as I will understand it, is the kind of value relevant to desire—whatever that

kind of value may be. I will assume that desirability is agent-relative and that it is connected

to the relevant agent’s interests, values, priorities, attractions, reasons, beliefs, and so on.21

I will assume, for example, that for typical human beings (ceteris paribus, etc., etc.): having

more money is more desirable than having less; experiencing pleasure is more desirable than

experiencing pain; an 80% chance of $10 is more desirable than a 90% chance of $5; and any two

prospects that are in every relevant respect qualitatively identical are thereby equally desirable

(such as an even-money bet on a fair coin landing heads versus an even-money bet on a fair coin

landing tails).

There is a rich tradition of theorizing about desire in terms of desirability (or at least some-

thing akin to it). Following Phillips-Brown (2021), we can distinguish between two broad classes

of theories of desire: “what’s best” theories and “what’s good enough” theories. Since we’ll be

returning to both kinds of theories of desire in some detail in §8, for now I’ll describe them

imprecisely (and abstract away from sectarian disputes).

According to the “what’s best” theory, to desire p is for p to be the “best” alternative in some

relevant alternative set Q.22 What makes a proposition “best” (relative to Q)? Well, scoring

highest on some relevant dimension of value. But what’s the relevant dimension of value? The

answer to that question depends on which “what’s best” theorist you ask. Some take it as a

theoretical primitive, some understand it in terms of the notion of (expected) utility familiar

from Bayesian decision theory, and some understand it in terms of the agent’s preferences. But in

common to all versions of the theory is the existence of a dimension of value on which prospects

can be compared, with the unifying idea being that one desires whichever proposition scores

highest on this dimension. I’m choosing to call the relevant kind of value ‘desirability’.

Likewise for the “what’s good enough” theory. On this view, to desire p is simply for p to

be “sufficiently good”.23 What makes a proposition sufficiently good? Scoring high enough on

21 Though I will not be assuming that facts about desirability are necessarily analyzable in terms of these sorts of facts.
See Schroeder (2020) for a helpful overview of the different conceptions of (what I am calling) desirability that have
been explored in the philosophical literature on desire.

22 See, e.g., Lewis (1974), Davis (1984), Stalnaker (1984), Pettit (1991, 2002), Heim (1992), Dreier (1996), von Fintel
(1999), Levinson (2003), Condoravdi & Lauer (2016), Jerzak (2019). Note that for some “what’s best” theorists, Q
is always the two-cell alternative set {p,¬p}; for others, its value is sensitive to context and can sometimes include a
number of different mutually exclusive propositions ({p, q, r. . . }).

23 See, e.g., Bradley (1999), van Rooij (1999), Lassiter (2011), Blumberg & Hawthorne (2021), and Phillips-Brown
(2021, 2025).
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some relevant dimension of value. Here too different theorists have different conceptions of the

value in question. But they are united in theorizing in terms of such a value, which again I’m

choosing to call ‘desirability’.

Though I will be following the “what’s best” and “what’s good enough” theorists in invoking

a notion of desirability and assigning it an important role in the theory of desire, I’m going to be

defending a rather different conception of the relationship between these two notions. In partic-

ular, both the “what’s best” and “what’s good enough” theories take the facts about desirability

to settle the facts about desire: knowing how desirable an agent finds certain propositions is

enough to know which of those propositions the agent wants. I will deny this. And for reasons

that will emerge later, this will require a somewhat freestanding conception of desirability.24 In

particular, it will require a conception of desirability on which we can regard questions like ‘Can

our desires discriminate between options we know to be equally desirable?’ as non-trivial, and

on which we can be reasonably confident in claims about how desirable certain propositions

are for an agent even when we’re comparatively less confident in claims about what that agent

in fact desires. For the most part I will simply be taking for granted the intelligibility of these

questions, but on occasion I will briefly engage with reasons for skepticism.

Officially, then, I’ll be treating the notion of desirability as a theoretical primitive.25 But I

think we have a reasonably strong pre-theoretic understanding of the notion—enough to make

plausible the kinds of judgments to which I’ve just alluded. I suspect, for example, that we can

and often do express facts about (comparative) desirability using ordinary language expressions

like ‘better’, ‘more valuable’, ‘more appealing’, and so on.26 Indeed, I will often use judgments

about sentences that contain these expressions in service of arguments about the relationship

between desire and desirability. But I want to signal at the outset that these judgments need

to be treated at arm’s length. The intended interpretation of ‘desirable’ is not meant to be fully

anchored to judgments about claims involving expressions like ‘better’, ‘more valuable’, and

‘more appealing’, since these expressions can easily be interpreted so that their connections to

desire are tenuous at best. As I intend to use ‘desirable’, it could well be that ‘Smoking is more

desirable to S than quitting’ is true on the intended interpretation even though ‘It is better for S

to quit smoking’ is false on just about every natural interpretation. The facts about desirability

are more intimately tied up to the facts about what an agent desires than to the facts about what

seems good from their perspective.

This is all to say that the notion of desirability is a quasi-theoretical one, like the notion of

similarity in the theory of counterfactuals (Stalnaker 1968, Lewis 1973), as well as the notions

of safety and normality in the theory of knowledge (Williamson 2000, Goodman & Salow 2023,

Carter & Hawthorne forthcoming). We can have a partial grasp of desirability independently of

its role in the theory of desire. But we should not expect the two notions to be fully separable.

One final point. So far I’ve been talking as if there is such a thing as the desirability or-

dering associated with a given agent. But really I take there to be a family of such order-

ings, with different resolutions of the context-sensitivity of ‘want’ corresponding to variations

24 I will be assuming a kind of “non-constructive realism” about desirability, to use the terminology of Dreier (1996) and
Buchak (2013, ch. 1).

25 We’ll return to the question of its grounds in some detail in §12.
26 Likewise ‘desirable’. However, the ordinary notion of ‘desirable’ tends to mean something closer to ‘is a worthy object

of desire’. My semi-technical notion of ‘desirable’ is not meant to carry with it any normative implications.
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in which of the members of this family are operative in context. Some of these desirability or-

derings—presumably most—are sensitive to the agent’s beliefs and evidence, but others may not

be (cf. Jerzak 2019). Likewise, some of these orderings care about means (‘I want to wake up

early so I can study’), while others may only care about certain kinds of ends (‘Of course I don’t

want to wake up early; I’m just doing it so I can study’). In any event, as emphasized in §2, my

intention is to ignore the context-sensitivity of ‘want’ when convenient. So in what follows I’ll

mostly be talking as if each agent is associated with a unique desirability ordering.

With that, we may now begin working our way toward bouletic voluntarism.

6 Tie-breaking

This section will argue for the thesis that our desires (and preferences) can discriminate between

options we know to be equally desirable.27 That is:

TIE-BREAKING

It can be and often is the case that: (i) S knows that p and q are equally desirable, (ii) S

wants p, but (iii) it is not the case that S wants q.28

A paradigm example of choice in the face of equidesirabiliy is the predicament of Buridan’s

ass, starving and stuck between two equally appealing bales of hay. (I will call cases like it

‘Buridan cases’.) Most all of the existing philosophical literature on Buridan cases focuses on

their implications for theories of (rational) action.29 For they raise the question of whether it

is possible to (rationally) pursue a course of action—say to go left rather than right—without

believing that it is best or having most reason to pursue it.30 This is a topic we will return to near

the end of the paper. For now our focus will be on the relevance of Buridan cases to theories of

desire—a topic that has been comparatively neglected.31

The idea that we can have discriminating desires (i.e., preferences) in Buridan cases has a

fair amount of support.32 What is less widely supported is the idea that these discriminating

desires can be formed at will. As these cases are typically described, the agents in question

simply find themselves preferring one of the options (when they have any preference at all),

and then act on the basis of that preference. Though eventually I’ll be arguing that agents who

have desires in Buridan cases can and often do form those desires at will (§10), for now we can

27 Without the qualifier about the options being known to be equally desirable, this thesis would be too easy to argue
for, at least on certain ways of understanding ‘desirable’ (like those where the desirability facts are determined by the
“objective” value of the options in question).

28 Mutatis mutandis for preference: it can be and often is the case that: (i) S knows that p and q are equally desirable
and (ii) S prefers p to q.

29 The literature on this topic is old and expansive—see, e.g., Al-Ghazali (1095), Rescher (1960), Ullmann-Margalit &
Morgenbesser (1977), Mele (1991), Weintraub (2012), Chislenko (2016).

30 Some theorists, e.g., Rescher (1960), describe Buridan cases as those of action “in the absence of preference”. How-
ever, I doubt whether this is a suitably general characterization of the core phenomenon, since I will be arguing that
agents can and do form preferences in the relevant cases. But all this is compatible with there being residual questions
about action in cases where agents don’t form these preferences, or, when they do, of whether action grounded in
them can be justified.

31 Judging by Rescher’s (1960, p. 159)’s translation, Bayle (1697) is a relevant exception.
32 For assent, see, e.g., Mele (1991), Scanlon (1998, p. 48), Raz (1999, p. 62), Audi (2001, p. 130), Chang (2004,

2009), Tanyi (2011).
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set aside this matter. My goal here is just to establish the claim that we can form the relevant

desires (whether or not at will).

So, here’s a motivating example. Suppose you face two transparent boxes respectively la-

beled ‘Left’ and ‘Right’. You can see that each contains a single $20 bill. You are equidistant from

both boxes, which, with the exception of their labels, are plainly qualitatively indistinguishable.

In a moment you will be given the opportunity to open one of the two boxes and keep the $20

bill you find inside. But first you must answer a question: Which particular box do you want to

open?

To my ears, you would do perfectly well answering in any of the following ways:

- Left.

- Right.

- Either Left or Right / I don’t care which.

Mutatis mutandis for preference: I detect no meaningful difference in the range of acceptable

answers to a question like ‘Which of the two boxes would you prefer to open?’. You might say

‘Left’, you might say ‘Right’, or you might simply deny that you have a preference between them.

Suppose you say ‘Left’. Then it seems to follow that you want to open Left in particular (and

that you prefer opening Left to Right). So you want Left in particular (and prefer Left to Right),

despite the fact that Left and Right are equally desirable to you. Hence TIE-BREAKING.

Note that a similar argument can be run in the third-person. Imagine you’re observing some-

one else in this situation. You know they’re certain the two boxes are exactly alike in all relevant

respects, and that they intend to be fully cooperative and sincere in everything they say. Do you

know how they’ll answer the question of which box they want (prefer) to open? I don’t see how

you could. For all you know they’ll say ‘Left’, for all you know they’ll say ‘Right’, and for all you

know they’ll say something like ‘I don’t have a preference’ or ‘Neither box is such that I want to

open it in particular; I just want one of them’. Plausibly, if you knew what they wanted, you’d

know how they would answer (again: you know they intend to be cooperative and sincere). But

you don’t know how they’ll answer. So it must be that you don’t know what they want until they

tell you. So knowing that the options are equally desirable to them isn’t enough to settle what

they want, since they might well have a discriminating desire.

The particular Buridan case I’ve chosen to focus on is fairly artificial, but such cases abound in

ordinary life. Most people seem to have no problem at all reporting discriminating desires when

approaching forks in the road, selecting between cans of soup at the grocery store, picking a card

in a magician’s trick, or taking a side on an even-money bet. In typical cases, these preferences

exist not because there is a perceived difference in the quality of the options, but because when

the options are equally good, our desires are free to discriminate between them. This is much

in the same way that when two competing answers to a question are equiprobable, our guesses

are free to discriminate between them. The facts about probability are not always enough to

settle the facts about our guesses. Likewise, the facts about desirability are not always enough

to settle the facts about our desires.

That’s the full positive case for TIE-BREAKING. Again, I want to emphasize that the claim is

not that we invariably have discriminating desires in Buridan cases. It’s just that it’s not atypical

for us to do so. I’ll now consider and respond to some objections to these ideas.
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Objection 1: Loose speech (broadly construed)

I’ve chosen to frame the argument from Buridan cases in terms of certain linguistic judgments.

I’ve argued that when asked what we want in a Buridan case, we are free to say (e.g.) ‘Left’

rather than ‘Right’ (though we can also say ‘I don’t care’), and that this shows that we can

form discriminating desires in the face of evaluative indifference. But one might think that talk

of desire is one thing, genuine desire another. Perhaps all my argument really shows is that we

sometimes speak as if we had discriminating desires in the face of evaluative indifference, rather

than that we actually do have such desires.

To be clear, I see no reason to think that people are simply deluded about what they want

in Buridan cases. So for this response to undermine the inference from language to mind, it

needs to be that in saying (e.g.) ‘I want/prefer Left’, one invariably speaks either insincerely or

non-literally. Methodologically speaking, I think there should be a strong presumption against

this treatment of the judgments, since the practice of announcing preferences in Buridan cases

bears none of the hallmarks of insincere or non-literal speech. But these general qualms aside,

I will briefly explore two implementations of this style of response and explain why I find them

wanting on their own terms.

The first version of the “loose speech” response is centered on the observation that wh-

questions like ‘Which F Gs?’ typically presuppose that there is an F that is G. So a question

like ‘Which box do you want/prefer?’ will typically presuppose that there is a box such that the

respondent wants/prefers that box. Thus, in being asked this question, one is under pragmatic

pressure to report oneself as having a preference for a certain box, even if in fact one is indifferent

between them. So in saying ‘Left’, one could easily be speaking insincerely, since whether or not

one really prefers Left to Right, one has reason to say one does, at least for the sake of being

cooperative.33

I think there are a number of reasons for skepticism about this account of desire reports in

Buridan cases. Here I’ll mention three.

First, we can run the thought experiment with a question other than ‘Which box do you

want/prefer?’, say: ‘Which box, if any, do you want/prefer?’, ‘Do you want Left over Right?’,

or ‘Do you have a preference for Left, a preference for Right, or no preference between them?’.

These latter questions do not presuppose that there is a particular box you want, and yet the

pattern of acceptable answers remains the same.

Second, suppose instead of asking ‘Which box do you want/prefer?’, I instead ask ‘Which

box do you need?’ or ‘Which box are you dying to have?’. To my ears, the only non-strange

answer to these questions (at least in ordinary circumstances) is some version of ‘Neither in

particular’. But the coercive mechanisms are as active here as they are in the questions about

what we want/prefer. The most natural explanation of this contrast is that the facts about our

desires/preferences can discriminate between options in Buridan cases, while the facts about

our needs or what we’re dying to have cannot.

33 Note that the choice about what to say here—i.e., uttering ‘Left’ versus uttering ‘Right’—is itself a Buridan case (at
least supposing one doesn’t actually have a preference between Left and Right). Does this create a revenge problem
for proponents of this account of the judgments? Not necessarily. If it is possible to intentionally φ rather than ψ
without preferring φ-ing to ψ-ing, then it needn’t follow from the fact that you have chosen to say ‘Left’ that you
prefer to say ‘Left’. We will return to the question of the relationship between intentional action and desire in §14.
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Third, the focus on question/answer pairs is inessential, since the relevant mental states can

be formed in foro interno. I think this is intuitively clear in its own right: I myself have no dif-

ficulty imagining Buridan cases in which I form arbitrary desires/preferences, whether or not

anyone has prompted me to express them. But it is also suggested by the third-personal consid-

erations raised above: if asked whether someone in the midst of a Buridan case has a preference

between the two options, ‘I don’t know’ will often be a perfectly good answer, while ‘No’ will

be presumptive, even in situations in which you are as certain as can be that the subject takes

themselves to be in a Buridan case. So I don’t see concerns about the pragmatics of questions

as getting to the heart of the matter.

A different version of the “loose speech” response claims not that desire reports in Buridan

cases are typically insincere (because elicited by coercion), but that they involve a special—and

perhaps non-literal—interpretation of ‘want’ and its cognates. In particular, one could argue

that in saying ‘I want/prefer Left’, what one is invariably reporting is an intention to take Left.

If this is right, then the relevant intuitions are not evidence in favor of the fact that our desires

(in general) can break ties, but evidence in favor of the far less controversial thesis that our

intentions can.

For the sake of argument I will assume that there is a general practice of sometimes interpret-

ing ‘want’ so that the inference from ‘S intends p’ to ‘S wants p’ appears valid.34 Even still, there

are at least two reasons we should reject this as a general diagnosis of the judgments motivating

TIE-BREAKING.

The first issue with this diagnosis is that it would suggest that it is impossible to intentionally

hide one’s desires/preferences in Buridan cases. In particular, if the only true interpretation of

‘I want Left’ is one on which it expresses something tantamount to the proposition that I intend

to open Left (rather than Right), then the only way I could be deceptive in saying ‘I want Left’ is

if in fact I don’t intend to open Left (say because I intend to open Right). But it seems perfectly

coherent that I might prefer to open Right (rather than Left), but even more strongly prefer

to deceive you about my underlying preference. In such circumstances, it would be natural to

intend to open Left—and then announce and act on that very intention—as a means of deceiving

you about my underlying preference for opening Right. But this kind of deception would be

impossible if Buridan desires were really just Buridan intentions.35

However, there is a more serious issue with the intention diagnosis, which is that it is perfectly

felicitous to express tie-breaking desires/preferences about propositions that could not be the

objects of one’s intentions. For example: you can observe someone else, say Jones, in the midst of

a Buridan case and say ‘I want Jones to open Left’ (even when you know full well that it otherwise

makes no difference to you, or Jones, or anyone else, which option he takes). Similarly, if you’re

told that one of the boxes was pre-selected for you to open and are asked which you want/prefer

34 Cf. Nagel (1970, p. 29), who writes ‘. . . whatever may be the motivation for someone’s intentional pursuit of a goal,
it becomes in virtue of his pursuit ipso facto appropriate to ascribe to him a desire for that goal’. See also Condoravdi
& Lauer (2016).

35 Granted, if my aim is to get you to falsely believe that I want to open Left (when in fact I want to open Right), there
will plausibly be a sense of ‘want’ in which ‘I want to open Left’ expresses a truth, since opening Left rather than
Right is what gets me what I want: namely, to deceive you about what I want. But this kind of non-uniformity in the
interpretation of ‘want’ is something we should all be used to: witness the natural (albeit non-uniform) readings of
speeches like: ‘Why do I want to buy the Leibniz book rather than the Kant book? Because it’s the best way to hide
the fact that what I really want is to buy the Kant book rather than the Leibniz book’.
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it to have been, ‘Left’ remains fine. Or suppose you’re in a hand of poker waiting for the final

card to be dealt. You know you’ll win the hand if and only if one of the four remaining aces

is turned over. If asked, ‘Which card do you want to be dealt here?’, an answer along the lines

of ‘The ace of spades’ is perfectly standard. As anyone who has watched a bit of tournament

poker will know, it is quite common for players to express a desire to see a particular card in

“all-in” situations like this, even when they know full well that the card they name is one of

many that will result in their being awarded the pot. So even if there is a sense of ‘want’ on

which ‘S wants p’ is essentially synonymous with ‘S intends p’, cases like these show that the

truth of TIE-BREAKING is not limited to such interpretations.

Objection 2: No true Buridan case

I’ve just explained why I think that someone who says ‘I want Left’ in the two box case expresses

a genuine discriminating desire for Left over Right. But even supposing I’m right about this,

there remains a path for resisting the argument for TIE-BREAKING, since one could always insist

that such a case isn’t actually one in which the options under consideration are equidesirable.

Perhaps it’s just a pseudo-Buridan case.

So, is there a way of proving that a choice between two equidistant boxes, each of which con-

tains nothing more than a $20 bill, is a true Buridan case? Well, here the situation is somewhat

delicate, since what’s now under dispute is a question about the desirability of some hypothetical

options for a hypothetical agent, where the relevant notion of ‘desirability’ is quasi-theoretical

and so less than fully amenable to direct intuitive probing. Still, I think there is a strong case to

be made that the kinds of examples I’ve been considering constitute genuine Buridan cases, and

that the best arguments for thinking otherwise are ultimately unpersuasive.

There is a tradition of denying that an agent could ever be in a situation where they face two

or more equally choice-worthy options—a kind of skepticism about the very possibility of genuine

Buridan cases, at least for decision-making. Leibniz (1952) is famous for holding this view.36

Now, I don’t find it plausible that choice-worthiness is one and the same thing as desirability. This

is because propositions that are not and perhaps could not be the objects of choice can nonetheless

vary in their desirability. But I’m happy to suppose that the Leibnizian view, if sound, can be

generalized to show the impossibility of cases of equidesirability.

However, I follow Ullmann-Margalit & Morgenbesser (1977), Bratman (1987, 1999), and

Chislenko (2016) (among others) in rejecting Leibniz-style skepticism about Buridan cases. Take

the case of the two boxes. If the Leibnizian view is right, then one of the boxes is more choice-

worthy (desirable) than the other. Let’s suppose it’s the Left one. The question is what could

make this so.37 Is it the serial numbers on the $20 bill inside? Presumably not. But even if they

did make a relevant difference, couldn’t we simply account for the symmetry-breaking effects

of the serial numbers (and whatever else) by adding pennies—or, better, increasingly marginal

lotteries for pennies—to whichever box is inferior, until eventually we rebalance the scales and

arrive at a proper Buridan case? If not, then by what magic do the scales always manage to

36 See the epigraph. Montaigne (1958) is another influential proponent of this view.
37 Here I’m presupposing that it’s not just a brute fact that Left is more choice-worthy/desirable than Right. Leibniz, of

course, would accept this presupposition. But there is in principle room to reject it.
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resist this sort of rebalancing? As I see it, to deny the possibility of Buridan cases tout court is to

take the path of darkness.

The better path, in my view, involves a more circumscribed skepticism about Buridan cases.

In particular, one could try positing a connection between desire and desirability that leaves

unscathed the possibility of Buridan cases, but eliminates the possibility of tie-breaking. What

might such a connection look like? Well, the natural idea would be to insist that desire and

desirability are connected in such a way that being equally desirable metaphysically necessitates

being indifferent between. For then Buridan cases would be possible, but discriminating desires

in Buridan cases would not, since the proposition that S has a discriminating desire for Left over

Right (say) would entail that Left is more desirable to S than Right. In short: the mark of a true

Buridan case is that you don’t and in fact can’t have a discriminating desire.

One way of developing this response involves a subtle variation on the Leibnizian perspective.

In particular, one could insist that it’s just a necessary truth that if S prefers Left to Right, then

Left has some quality in virtue of which it is more desirable to S than Right. Maybe it’s the

serial numbers. Maybe S just happens to have a brute fondness for the sinistral over the dextral.

Who knows. In any case, the guiding thought is that there must be some such tie-breaker, since

(so the thought goes) S’s desires can never be arbitrary by the lights of S’s conception of the

value of things (desire must have some reason or principle). And unlike the crude Leibnizian

position—which denies the very possibility of Buridan cases—this position does not bring with

it the same sort of metaphysical baggage. The scales can in principle be balanced: by adding

pennies (or lotteries for pennies) to Right, one can eventually get the two options to be equally

desirable; it’s just that when this finally happens, S will no longer have a preference. This

perspective thus doesn’t suffer from the main shortcoming of the cruder forms of skepticism

about Buridan cases.

Unfortunately, this more sophisticated perspective is problematic too. The claim that one’s

desires cannot be formed arbitrarily—that desire must have some reason or principle—is not

an analytic truth.38 It’s a substantive philosophical thesis, and one that we should in principle

be willing to give up in the face of contravening evidence. And the basic intuitive judgments

about (putative) Buridan cases strike me as strong contravening evidence indeed. If not cases

like these, then what could possibly shake one’s commitment to the principle that discriminating

desires cannot be formed arbitrarily? Yes, we can imagine agents that prefer Left to Right not

arbitrarily, but because of their proclivity for certain serial numbers or sinistrality or what have

you. But I see nothing whatsoever to suggest that we’ll always be able to find such Leibnizian

tie-breakers, if only we squint hard enough.

The analogy to guessing is helpful here. The claim that one’s guesses cannot be formed

arbitrarily (by the lights of one’s credence function) is not an analytic truth. It’s a substantive

philosophical thesis, and one that we should be willing to give up in the face of contravening

evidence. And the fact that we can and often do guess the outcome of fair coin tosses is strong

contravening evidence indeed. Yes, we can imagine agents who guess Heads rather than Tails

not arbitrarily, but because they have some general superstition to the effect that “fair” coins

land heads more often than tails. But I see nothing whatsoever to suggest we’ll always be able

38 At least not in its current form. We’ll consider such variations in a moment.
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to find such Leibnizian tie-breakers, if only we squint hard enough.

There are also some direct problems with the sophisticated Leibnizian perspective. Suppose

S prefers Left to Right. By hypothesis, then, S finds Left more desirable than Right. But just how

much more desirable? Well, suppose that although S prefers Left to Right when each contains

$20, S’s preferences would flip were an extra dollar added to Right. If S is like that, then it seems

to follow that the original desirability gap (for S) between Left and Right must have been less

than the desirability of a dollar, since a dollar was enough to tip the scales in the other direction.

But surely the same could well be true if instead of a dollar we used a penny, or a coin-flip

for a penny, or a coin-flip for a coin-flip for a penny: in each of these cases we can imagine

that S would prefer the (ever more marginally) sweetened Right to Left, further bounding the

original desirability gap between Left and Right. But if Left really is more desirable (to S) than

(unsweetened) Right, it seems there would have to be some sufficiently marginal lottery such

that: even conditional on Right being sweetened by that lottery, S would continue to prefer Left.

But as far as I can tell we can easily imagine otherwise. We can easily imagine S’s preference

for Left being maximally fickle: any amount of sweetening induces a preference for Right, no

matter how small. Supposing S is like this, it would look to follow that the size of the (original)

desirability gap between Left and Right is like the size of the “gap” between
∑N

n=1
9

10n and 1 as

N approaches infinity—zero. The sophisticated Leibnizian thus appears to be committed to the

idea that anyone who prefers Left to Right will in principle continue to prefer Left to Right in

the face of at least some amount of Right-sweetening. But this too seems to me an implausible

article of faith.

A different strategy for resisting the argument for TIE-BREAKING involves positing a conceptual

connection between desire and desirability—one that essentially rules out the possibility of TIE-

BREAKING by fiat. Perhaps it’s just part of what ‘desire’ and ‘desirable’ mean that if S desires

p but doesn’t desire q, then S finds p more desirable than q. This claim would be naturally

supported by the idea that being desirable is best understood along the lines of being conducive

to the satisfaction of one’s desires, or something to that effect. For then the idea would be that if

S prefers Left to Right, then S thereby finds Left more desirable than Right, since Left satisfies

strictly more of S’s desires than Right.

My response to this treatment of Buridan cases is more dialectical than substantive. But

supposing the view is right, then yes: the fact that S has a discriminating desire for Left no

longer implies TIE-BREAKING—at least not as stated. And that’s because, by hypothesis, the fact

that S desires Left entails that Left is more desirable to S than Right. But what’s supposed to

explain this comparative desirability fact? Supposing the proponent of the view isn’t smuggling

in some Leibnizian tie-breaker—(like that Left is more desirable because the $20 bill it contains

has a nicer serial number)—then they’re going to be on the hook for thinking that two options

can be unequally desirable even when they are equally valuable by the lights of every other

reasonable conception of value.39 But once they’ve agreed to that, then (a) they’re agreeing to

39 Granted, the inference to a Leibnizian tie-breaker is more palatable in the third-person version of the case, since
knowing that someone else wants Left rather than Right does seem to give one grounds to suspect that the person
sees some relevant difference in the quality of the two boxes after all. (Maybe the observed person cares about serial
numbers?) Still, my sense is that even after observing the person say ‘I want Left’, it would be hasty to conclude that
the person takes the two options to be unequally good. Here the analogy to guessing is once again helpful. Learning
that someone has guessed p in answer to the question ‘p or ¬p?’ provides some evidence that they think p is more
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a thesis that is awfully close to TIE-BREAKING and (b) they’re on the path to defending bouletic

voluntarism in all but name.

Put another way: desirability is the kind of value relevant to desire, and whatever that kind

of value turns out to be, it’s implausible that it would be sensitive to whatever differences there

happen to be between Left and Right. For typical agents, the two boxes are plainly equally good,

in all relevant senses of ‘equally good’. If there is an exception to this generalization, it’s in the

sense of ‘equally good’ (should there be one) on which it expresses something like being equally

conducive to the satisfaction of one’s desires. But then the essential points go through all the same,

because all the questions we might have asked about desire we can now ask about the property

of being equally conducive to the satisfaction of one’s desires. We’ll have good reason to believe

that this property fails to supervene on other kinds of value—since it allows for a kind of tie-

breaking—and we’ll have good reason to believe that the facts about desirability can be and

often are a matter of our choosing. In effect, then, we’ll just have shuffled some labels around.

I thus conclude that being in a Buridan case is no barrier to having a discriminating desire:

we can and often do form preferences in the face of equally desirable options. I believe this has

important and largely unrecognized implications for the theory of desire, especially in connec-

tion to issues of voluntarism. Before we get into any of that, however, I want to discuss another

striking aspect of the relationship between desire and desirability.

7 Asceticism

As discussed in §4, there are two respects in which guessing fails to supervene on credence.

One respect is that our guesses can and often do break credal ties, as when we’re guessing the

outcome of a fair coin toss. I’ve just argued that desire is analogous to guessing in this way, in

the sense that our desires can break desirability ties in Buridan cases.

But there is a second respect in which guessing fails to supervene on credence, which con-

cerns one’s level of opinionatedness. It is possible for someone to know that p is more likely than

¬p, and yet fail to guess that p. Just because you know a coin is biased 60:40 in favor of heads

doesn’t mean that your guess as to the answer to the question ‘How will the coin land when

flipped?’ must be heads. Again, you might be agnostic, willing only to guess that the coin will

land some way or other.

I believe desire is analogous to guessing in this second respect as well. In particular, I believe

that the inference from ‘p is more desirable to S than ¬p’ to ‘S wants p’/‘S prefers p to ¬p’ is

invalid—much in the same way that the inference from ‘p is more likely to S than not’ to ‘S thinks

that p’ is invalid.40 This is because we can be ascetics: agents who fail to form discriminating

desires between options known not to be equally desirable. We can sincerely and truthfully say ‘I

don’t care whether p’ or ‘It’s not correct to say that I want p’ or ‘I don’t prefer p to ¬p’ even when

we know full well that things will go better for us in all possibly relevant respects conditional

on p. In short, we can be indifferent to (known) difference:41

likely than ¬p. But clearly it does not provide enough evidence to license a full-blown conclusion to that effect, since
it remains compatible with the evidence that the guesser is engaging in some arbitrary tie-breaking, like in a coin toss
scenario.

40 This is not to say that these inferences are unreliable. More on this issue in §14.
41 As in the case of TIE-BREAKING, the principle is stated in terms of known difference so as not to render it trivial (on
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ASCETICISM

It can be and often is the case that: (i) S knows that p is more desirable than ¬p and (ii)

it is not the case that S wants p.42

The idea that our desires can fail to discriminate between options that we know to be equally

good is not new. It can be found in various places in some of the more recent literature on de-

sire, and is in fact one of the central considerations cited by proponents of the “what’s good

enough” theory of desire in support of their view (see §5 above and §8 below). To my knowl-

edge, however, none of these theorists take the possibility of asceticism to suggest that desire

fails to supervene on desirability, or to tell in favor of bouletic voluntarism. I’ll draw out these

connections later. For now I’ll just make the case for ASCETICISM.

Suppose you learn that a wealthy benefactor is about to deposit $1,000,000 in your bank

account, no strings attached. Suppose you’re then asked whether you would like to sweeten the

deal by having an additional $1 deposited (again no strings attached). How might you reply?

Clearly it would be fine for you to respond ‘Yes, I want the free $1’ or ‘I prefer having the

extra dollar to not having it’. But are these the only reasonable kinds of responses?

I think not. For it also seems clearly fine to respond ‘I don’t care’ or ‘I don’t have a preference’.

After all, it’s just $1, and you’re already about to get a million! There doesn’t seem to be anything

particularly strange about being indifferent to the difference between having $1,000,000 and

having $1,000,001 (cf. Slote 1989).

Expressions of indifference of this sort are ubiquitous in ordinary life. Suppose you’re at the

grocery store choosing between a can of soup that expires in a year plus a day versus one that

expires in a year plus a week. ‘No preference’ is fine. Or suppose you have a choice between

two glasses of water, one of which is room temperature and one of which is half a degree celsius

cooler than room temperature. ‘No preference’ is fine. Or suppose you’re pre-selecting seats for

the movie you’re seeing tonight, where the only two available are one that is immediately left of

dead-center and one that is two left of dead-center. ‘No preference’ is fine. Moreover, in each of

these cases the person who sincerely claims not to have a preference can do so while recognizing

that the options before them are not equally good. A response along the lines of ‘Yes, that one

is slightly better—but who cares?’ may not be mandatory, but it’s also not atypical.

Similar points go through in the third-person. Knowing that someone else knows they’d be

better off with the extra dollar does not in general suffice for knowing whether they want/prefer

the dollar. They might say they prefer it (perhaps it’s even quite likely they will); but they might

not. Until they answer, we should recognize the genuine possibility that they are indifferent to

the difference. Likewise for the other examples mentioned in the previous paragraph: unless

you know how picky the person is (with respect to the kinds of goods at issue), it’s not clear

how you could know whether they have a preference. Maybe they regard it small enough to be

disregarded.

That’s the positive case for ASCETICISM. Again, I want to emphasize that the claim is not that

human beings are invariably indifferent to (small) evaluative differences. It’s just that it’s not

certain understandings of ‘desirability’).
42 Mutatis mutandis for preference: it can be and often is the case that: (i) p is more desirable than ¬p and (ii) it is not

the case that S prefers p to ¬p.
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atypical for some of us to be. I’ll now consider and respond to some objections to these ideas.43

Objection 1: Loose speech, broadly construed

Like the positive case for TIE-BREAKING, the positive case for ASCETICISM has been framed in

terms of linguistic judgments: in situations where it seems clear that we’re deciding between

options that are unequally desirable, we nonetheless can and often do say that our desires do not

discriminate between those options. But perhaps talk of indifference to difference is one thing,

genuine indifference to difference another. Are there reasons to regard the relevant linguistic

judgments with suspicion?

As a first pass, one might wonder whether the relevant expressions of indifference are simply

a byproduct of socio-pragmatic forces. Maybe it’s just uncouth to report oneself as having a

preference for the extra $1 or the ever-so-slightly cooler glass of water, even though—strictly,

literally, speaking—those are one’s true preferences. (Who wants to seem so picky?)

My sense is that considerations of propriety are a genuine source of noise here, but not a

serious one. For starters, there’s the fact that all the relevant judgments can be made in foro

interno (just like with tie-breaking). It’s also not clear how this sort of thing would help explain

our apparent ignorance of whether others are indifferent to known differences.

But even waiving these concerns and staying at the level of first-personal speech, it’s just not

that difficult to control for socio-pragmatic factors. Just imagine that you are under a veil of

anonymity and in a setting where everyone’s interest is exclusively in knowing the truth about

what people want (‘Please just be honest: do you want/prefer an additional $1?’). Even in this

setting it is perfectly fine to deny having a desire/preference for the extra $1.

Instead of appealing to considerations of propriety, then, one might try to explain away the

relevant linguistic judgments as involving “non-standard” (or otherwise idiosyncratic) resolu-

tions of the context-sensitivity of ‘want’ and its cognates. Maybe in the contexts where it’s fine

to say ‘It’s not fair to say I want the $1’ or ‘I don’t have a preference for the extra $1’, what one

is really saying is what one would (in a “normal” context) express with something like: ‘It’s not

fair to say I strongly desire the $1’ or ‘I don’t have a significant preference for the extra $1’. And

it’s no surprise at all that ASCETICISM could be true when ‘want’ and ‘prefers’ are interpreted as

43 There is one style of the argument for ASCETICISM that I will not be pursuing here, which relates to anhedonia.
Consider Stocker’s (1979, p. 744) description of the phenomenon:

Lack of this desire is commonplace. Through spiritual or physical tiredness, through accidie, through
weakness of body, through illness, through general apathy, through despair, through inability to con-
centrate, through a feeling of uselessness or futility, and so on, one may feel less and less motivated
to seek what is good. One’s lessened desire need not signal, much less be the product of, the fact
that, or one’s belief that, there is less good to be obtained or produced, as in the case of a universal
Weltschmertz. Indeed, a frequent added defect of being in such “depressions” is that one sees all the
good to be won or saved and one lacks the will, interest, desire, or strength.

It doesn’t take too much work to transform these observations about anhedonia into an argument for ASCETICISM.
However, I think the issues here are messy enough that it is better not to rely on this sort of argument. In particular,
I find it hard to tell whether the anhedonic person’s failure to desire (let alone pursue) “the good” shows that they
are failing to prefer more desirable options to less desirable options. An alternative diagnosis is that their condition
carries with it a certain misalignment between what they find desirable (sitting in bed, ruminating, etc.) and what
they believe they ought to find desirable (seeing friends, being active, etc.). Alternatively, we might think that the
anhedonic person simply doesn’t find anything particularly desirable, with life as one big bland Buridan case, as it
were. On either of these possibilities—neither of which I want to rule out in advance—anhedonia needn’t begot
asceticism.
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expressing these more demanding bouletic relations. However, I see two related reasons to be

suspicious of this account of the judgments.

First, for this reinterpretation strategy to be at all plausible, it better be that there are readily

available interpretations of ‘want’ on which one would intuitively speak falsely in uttering ‘It’s not

fair to say that I want the $1’. But it’s not clear there are any such interpretations. The taxation

case provides a useful contrast here. If you ask me whether I want to pay my taxes, an answer

along the lines of ‘Yes and no’ is easy to understand, and can be elaborated upon in a way that

makes it perfectly clear what’s going on (‘. . . Yes, because I don’t want to go to jail. No, because

I’d rather spend the money on frivolities’). The same sort of reply is much harder to understand

in the $1 giveaway: ‘Do I want a free $1. Well, yes and no. Yes, because I’m technically better

off with the free $1. No, because I’m not all that much better off with it’. This sort of speech

sounds bizarre in a way that the taxation speech does not: to my ears, it sounds like the speaker

is simply changing their mind about whether they care enough about a free dollar to want it.

This contrast is mysterious on the assumption that the only true interpretations of the asceticism

speeches are those on which ‘want’ expresses a kind of strengthened desire.

Second, this account of the judgments implies that knowing that (i) S doesn’t strongly desire

p suffices for knowing that (ii) ‘S doesn’t desire p’ expresses a truth in certain contexts (namely

those contexts in which declarations of asceticism are felicitous). So suppose I know that Jones

and myself are alike in that we don’t strongly desire the free $1 (maybe Jones has announced

much). Does it follow, then, that in the contexts where I can felicitously say ‘It’s not fair to say

that I want the free $1’—contexts in which, by hypothesis, I’m expressing the fact that I don’t

strongly desire the free $1—I can just as well say ‘It’s not fair to say that Jones wants the free

$1’?

I don’t see why it would. To my ears, anyway, such a speech is plainly presumptuous, and

its presumptive nature is brought out by the fact that, for all I know, Jones might easily say

something like ‘Although I don’t have a strong preference for the free $1, I do have a preference

for it’. This suggests that ‘want’ cannot so easily be read as synonymous with ‘strongly desire’.

Perhaps, then, the opponent of ASCETICISM should just go in for a blunter error-theory. Given

that it’s more desirable to have a free $1 than not, you simply can’t speak truly in saying that

you fail to desire the free $1. Those who sincerely say things like ‘It’s not fair to say I want the

free $1’ are either confused about what they want or, perhaps more charitably, about what ‘want’

means.

My main complaint with the blunt error-theory is comparably blunt: it’s just hard to see

what independent motivation there could be for it. Yes, on certain technical interpretations

of expressions like ‘desire’ and ‘preference’—such as those explicitly anchored to explanatory

theories of behavior—the relevant connections between desire/preference and desirability might

be strong enough to make asceticism (so understood) impossible. But absent some premise to

the effect that the relations picked out by ‘desire’ and ‘preference’ in certain theoretical settings

are the same as those picked out by ‘desire’ and ‘preference’ in ordinary settings, this kind of

response is a non-sequitur. Moreover, all the considerations we’ve been surveying in this (and

the previous) section look like compelling evidence against this premise.

One way to see the problem is to consider the dialectic when applied to bouletic expressions
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other than ‘desire’ and ‘preference’—say ‘need’ and ‘wish’. In the context of the $1,000,000

giveaway, speeches like ‘I’d be better off with the extra $1, so I need the extra dollar’ are terrible,

while speeches like ‘I’d be better off with the extra $1, so I wish I had the extra dollar’ are

perhaps not terrible, but still a bit craven. In any event, it’s perfectly fine to say things like

‘I’d be better off with the extra $1, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say I need it/wish I had it’.

Nor is there any hint that one who does so must be making a mistake (whether about mind

or meaning). An error-theory about these kinds of judgments looks beyond the pale. But once

that’s acknowledged, it’s not clear what pre-theoretic reason we’d have to expect things to be

so different with desire/preference. After all, we seem to talk as if it’s fine for one’s desires and

preferences to fail to discriminate between options that are known not to be equally desirable.

So why should we have much confidence in theories of desire—ordinary desire—that predict

that such speeches are guaranteed to express falsehoods? Better, in my view, to accept that the

connections between the ordinary notion of desire and the values to which it’s responsive are

less direct than is suggested by our use of the terms ‘desire’ and ‘preference’ in certain theoretical

settings.

Objection 2: Equidesirable after all?

I’ve just argued that someone who says ‘It’s not fair to say I want the free $1’ in the giveaway

case expresses a genuine lack of preference for a free $1 over the status quo. But even supposing

I’m right about this, there remains a path for resisting the argument for ASCETICISM, since one

could always insist that such a case is not one in which the options under consideration ({$0,

$1}) are unequally desirable. Perhaps anyone who doesn’t want the free $1 must thereby regard

it as contributing nothing desirable to the state of things.

Once again the quasi-theoretical nature of desirability makes it difficult to adjudicate ques-

tions like this directly. Still, I think there is a strong case to be made against the view that

indifference necessitates equidesirability.

For one, the proponent of this view owes us an account of the felicity of speeches like: ‘Yes, I

recognize I’d be better off with an extra $1, but it’s not fair to say that I want it—the difference is

so small!’. For taken at face value, their truth implies ASCETICISM—at least so long as the relevant

interpretation of ‘better’ is one on which it implies the corresponding desirability-theoretic claim.

So it better be that the true interpretations of these speeches exclusively occur in contexts where

‘$1 is better than $0’ expresses a truth while ‘$1 is more desirable than $0’ expresses a falsehood.

Can this conjecture be sustained?

Well, as stressed in §5, it is not difficult to find interpretations of ‘better’ on which, for certain

p and q, ‘p is better than q’ expresses a truth while ‘p is more desirable than q’ expresses a false-

hood. Claims about the relative value of options can track notions of value whose connections

to desire (and thus desirability) are anywhere from indirect to non-existent. However, it’s hard

to see how this sort of gap could be present when p is the proposition that the agent gets a free

dollar and q is the proposition that the agent gets nothing. I see no reasonable interpretation

of ‘desirable’ on which, for some fairly typical person, having an extra free dollar could fail to

be knowably more desirable than not having an extra free dollar. I invite those who disagree

(maybe money corrupts the soul?) to reimagine the giveaway in terms of hedons, nanoseconds
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in heaven, or what have you. So long as there is some kind of value to which an agent’s desires

are responsive, I conjecture that we will be able to find cases in which that agent, faced with two

options that differ ever so slightly with respect to that value, could reasonably say something

to the effect of ‘I know they’re not equally good, but they’re close enough that I don’t have a

preference between them’. Granted, I don’t know how to prove a claim like this. But I submit

that its denial looks difficult to sustain.44

Independently of these more speculative points, there are also direct reasons to worry about

the inference from indifference to equidesirability, related to the non-transitivity of indifference.

I’ll unpack this worry in steps.

For indifference to be non-transitive is for there to be some propositions p, q, r and some

agent S such that: possibly, S is indifferent between p and q and between q and r, but not

between p and r. As it turns out, the claim that indifference is non-transitive is effectively implied

by the claim that asceticism can come in degrees. One who is indifferent to small differences

(say, ±$1) needn’t thereby be indifferent to large differences (say, ±$1,000): the former involves

a milder form of asceticism than the latter. And this kind of differential indifference to difference

brings the non-transitivity of indifference in its wake.

For example: suppose you’re asked, ‘You’re about to get a free $n or $n+1—which do you

want it to be?’. I submit that you could speak truly in saying ‘I don’t care which’, no matter the

value of n. (It’s just a dollar, after all.) Holding this pattern of answers fixed, suppose you’re

then asked, ‘You’re about to get a free $0 or $1,000—which do you want it to be?’. I submit

that you could speak truly in saying ‘I want the $1,000’. Indeed, you could even issue a general

statement to the effect of: ‘If the difference is just $1, I don’t have a preference; but if it’s $1,000

I do’. Taking these speeches at face value—which is what we’re doing here—we have that, for

any n, you are indifferent between $n+1 and $n, but also that you prefer $1,000 to $0. So you

are indifferent between $1,000 and $999, between $999 and $998, . . . , and between $1 and $0;

but you are not indifferent between $1,000 and $0. So you are a witness to the non-transitivity

of indifference.45

Why does the non-transitivity of indifference pose a problem for the claim that indifference

entails equidesirability? Because plausibly being equally desirable is an equivalence relation, and

thus transitive, and so plausibly if p and q are equally desirable, and q and r are equally desirable,

then q and r are equally desirable too. So if equidesirability corresponds to an equivalence

44 Unless the denial is sustained by fiat. One could always insist that desirability must be understood directly in terms
of the agents desires/preference, in such a way that, by stipulation, being indifferent between entails being equally
desirable. Interpreted this way, ASCETICISM would be trivially false. But dialectically the situation would be essentially
the same as it was in the case of TIE-BREAKING: opponents of ASCETICISM will have secured a pyrrhic victory, since
they’d be on the path to thinking (a) that the facts about desirability do not supervene on the facts about other kinds
of value and (b) that voluntarism about desirability is true.

45 The idea that indifference can be non-transitive has a long history—for discussion see, e.g., Armstrong (1950), Luce
(1956), Sen (1969), Schick (1969), Fishburn (1973), MacKay (1980), Lehrer & Wagner (1985), Schumm (1987),
Quinn (1990), Anand (1993), Hansson (1993), Gendin (1996), Danielsson (1998), Aldred (2007), and Baumann
(2022). Two things to note here, however. First, the relevant notion of ‘indifference’ in this literature is often tied
to a quasi-technical conception of ‘preference’, operationalized in terms of dispositions to act or choose. It’s thus not
entirely obvious whether these arguments can be successfully adapted to show that ordinary indifference (i.e., an
absence of ordinary preference) is non-transitive. Second, many of the existing arguments for the non-transitivity
of “indifference” are motivated by considerations of indiscriminability, with the crucial premise being that indiscrim-
inability between options (with respect to their relevant dimensions of value) suffices for indifference between these
options. Since indiscriminability is non-transitive (Williamson 1990), it would follow that indifference is too. How-
ever I want to emphasize that this is not my argument for the non-transitivity of indifference, since my argument is
grounded entirely in terms of the possibility of (moderate) asceticism in the face of known difference.
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relation while indifference corresponds to a non-transitive relation, then indifference cannot

entail equidesirability.

Why think that being equally desirable is an equivalence relation? Because desirability is the

kind of value to which our desires are responsive, and whatever that kind of value is, it would

be surprising if it allowed for equidesirability to fail to correspond to an equivalence relation.

Again, though being desirable is not meant to be reducible in any straightforward way to being

Φ, where Φ might be any of: appealing, conducive to one’s interests, pleasurable, good, etc.—any

such Φ is one for which being equally Φ is plausibly an equivalence relation. So if being equally

desirable isn’t an equivalence relation, then in virtue of what could this be so?

Now admittedly a rhetorical question like this can only carry so much force. But its force

can be amplified by seeing how one might go about actually trying to answer it. For as far as I

can tell, the most plausible conceptions of desirability on which being equally desirable fails to be

an equivalence relation are either dialectically inert or independently problematic. I’ll consider

two such conceptions here.

First (and as before), one might think that ‘desirability’ has to be understood directly in terms

of desire/preference, so that, as a conceptual matter, ‘S is indifferent between p and q’ entails

‘p and q are equally desirable to S’. On this interpretation of ‘desirable’, the non-transitivity of

indifference simply entails the non-transitivity of equidesirability (and thus its failure to be an

equivalence relation). But again, not much is accomplished in interpreting ‘desirable’ this way,

since all the questions we’ve been asking about the relationship between desire and desirability

can just be reinterpreted as questions about the relationship between desirability and the other

kinds of values to which it’s connected. We’ll still have the relevant kinds of supervenience

failures (now: desirability on other kinds of value; before: desire on desirability), and with

them the essential materials for the argument for bouletic voluntarism.

Second, one might take the facts about desirability to be intimately connected to the facts

about discriminable value. In particular, one might think that the inference from ‘S cannot make

any relevant discriminations between p and q’ to ‘p and q are equally desirable (to S)’ is valid,

and thus that the non-transitivity of discriminability implies the non-transitivity of desirability

(cf. footnote 45). This sort of view would have the advantage of making sense of how: (i)

desirability has something important to do with Φ (where Φ is some combination of the kinds

of values listed above); (ii) being equally Φ is an equivalence relation; but (iii) being equally

desirable is not. The idea would simply be that it’s only the discriminable differences in Φ-ness

that correspond to differences in desirability.

Still, I don’t think this response accomplishes much. For starters, even if we can be and often

are indifferent between options whose value we cannot discriminate—and so even if the non-

transitivity of indiscriminability lends itself to the non-transitivity of indifference—this does not

imply that options that are indiscriminably valuable are thereby equally desirable. Yes, desir-

ability is a kind of subjective value, and so facts about desirability tend to depend on the facts

about what an agent is in a position to know (inter alia). But all this is perfectly compatible with

the idea that there can be cases in which an agent isn’t in a position to know of two unequally

desirable options that they are in fact unequally desirable; being subjective is not the same thing
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as being transparent.46

More substantively though: even if we wanted to hard-wire the inference from ‘indiscrim-

inable’ to ‘equidesirable’ into our account of desirability, there remains the fact that the value-

relevant differences between $0 and $1, though small, are plainly discriminable. So even if

being equally desirable is not in general transitive (and thus not an equivalence relation), it plau-

sibly behaves transitively when restricted to certain kinds of prospects and values—like known

quantities of money. And that kind of “local” transitivity is enough for present purposes.

Here, then, is the essence of the problem for the view that whenever one fails to prefer $1 to

$0, it’s inevitably because one regards $1 and $0 as equally desirable. If $1 and $0 really were

equally desirable, then, ceteris paribus, we’d expect that, for any arbitrary amount of money, the

prospect of that amount plus $1 is exactly as desirable as the prospect of that amount plus $0.47

But since (financial) asceticism can come in degrees, you might well prefer $1,000 to $0, despite

failing to prefer $1 to $0. If you are such a person, then there is a least number 1 < n ≤ 1, 000

such that you prefer $n to $0, but fail to prefer $n-1 to $0. So sweetening the $1 with $n-1

dollars is enough to induce a preference (you’ll prefer the $n to the $0), while sweetening the

$0 with $n-1 dollars is not (you’ll be indifferent between the $n-1 and the $1). So despite the

fact that you are indifferent between $1 and $0, we should deny that they are equally desirable

to you, since they don’t respond the same way to equivalent sweetenings. Indifference to a free

$1 is a genuine form of asceticism.48

I thus conclude that known difference is no barrier to indifference: we can and often do fail

to form discriminating desires in the face of unequally desirable options. As with tie-breaking,

I believe this has important and largely unrecognized implications for the theory of desire, es-

pecially in connection to issues of voluntarism. I now turn to exploring these implications in

detail.

8 Against existing theories of desire

I’ll start by explaining why existing theories of desire are ill-suited to account for TIE-BREAKING

and ASCETICISM. I will focus on two broad classes of theories of desire, both introduced briefly

in §5 above: the “what’s best” and “what’s good enough” theories. I will argue they are alike

in sharing the same principal shortcoming: they take facts about desirability to settle the facts

about desire. As we’ll see in due course, the lesson of TIE-BREAKING and ASCETICISM is that

the relationship between desire and desirability has to be considerably less direct than that.

46 Here it is worth noting that the standard ways of modeling non-transitive indifference (see, e.g., Luce 1956) involve an
underlying dimension of value that does discriminate between options (even though those options are indiscriminable
to the agent in question).

47 The ‘ceteris paribus’ clause is needed to control for cases where, e.g., it’s illegal to have exactly $1,000,001 in one’s
bank account (while any other amount is permitted).

48 Notably this kind of argument is not meant to be compelling in cases where the relative (financial) value of the
unsweetened options is indiscriminable. Suppose instead of $1 and $0, the choice was between fist-sized pile of gold
dust A and fist-sized pile of gold dust B. Suppose A and B are indiscriminably large: you can’t tell by looking which is
larger, or if in fact they’re exactly the same size. Suppose, as such, that you’re indifferent between them, but also that
if one was clearly larger than the other, you’d have a preference for that one. Suppose, finally, that unbeknownst to
you, B is in fact slightly larger than A (perhaps only by a speck or two). Then, plausibly, there is some amount of dust x
such that adding x to B induces a preference for B over A whereas adding x to A leaves you indifferent between A and
B. If indiscriminability entails equidesirability, then this is case where equally desirable options respond differently to
equivalent sweetenings.
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This will set up the case for my positive theory of desire, and with it the argument for bouletic

voluntarism.

8.1 Wanting what’s best

According to the “what’s best” theory of desire, to desire p is for p to be the most desirable

option among the alternatives in question.49 Somewhat more precisely, let Q be a variable that

ranges over alternative sets—i.e., sets of two or more mutually exclusive propositions. The most

straightforward form of the analysis is then as follows:

WHAT’S BEST

‘S wants p’ is true in context c iff: for the c-determined Q, either p is the most desirable

proposition in Q, or p is the disjunction of all the propositions in Q that are tied for most

desirable.

Note: this is an especially simple version of the analysis. For one, it doesn’t build in any of

the presuppositional features of ‘want’ that certain “what’s best” theorists have argued for—say

the presupposition that both p and its negation are compatible with the subject’s beliefs (Heim

1992). For another, WHAT’S BEST, as stated, fails to validate single-premise closure for ‘want’:

it does not follow from the fact that ‘S wants p’ and ‘(S knows that) p entails q’ are true in

context that ‘S wants q’ is true in context, since q will be the most desirable proposition in Q

only if p = q. The theory can easily be modified to handle these complexities (see, e.g., von

Fintel 1999 for a single-premise closure-validating version of the view). But since such issues

are orthogonal to our present concerns—and since the resulting theories are more difficult to

think about intuitively—it’s better to stick with the simple formulation.

Because the problem really is quite basic: WHAT’S BEST is a non-starter when it comes to

TIE-BREAKING and ASCETICISM. If p and q are equally desirable, then neither is (uniquely) best,

and so neither can be such that it but not the other is desired in particular. So discriminating

desires in Buridan cases are impossible. And if p and q are unequally desirable, then relative to

the alternative set {p, q} exactly one is best, and so relative to {p, q} one cannot fail to have a

desire for the better one in particular. So asceticism is impossible. Evidently, then, wanting is

not in general a matter of wanting what’s best.

8.2 Wanting what’s good enough

So much for the “what’s best” theory. Next we’ll consider the “what’s good enough” theory, which

says, roughly, that to desire p is for p to be sufficiently desirable’.50

Unlike the “what’s best” analysis, which accounts for the facts about desire using purely ordi-

nal comparisons of desirability, the “what’s good enough” analysis is typically developed in a way

that requires cardinal comparisons of desirability.51 Now, nothing we’ve said so far about the

49 Proponents of this kind of analysis include Lewis (1974), Davis (1984), Stalnaker (1984), Pettit (1991, 2002), Heim
(1992), Dreier (1996), von Fintel (1999), Levinson (2003), Condoravdi & Lauer (2016), Jerzak (2019).

50 Proponents of this kind of analysis include Bradley (1999), van Rooij (1999), Lassiter (2011), Blumberg & Hawthorne
(2021), and Phillips-Brown (2021, 2025).

51 This isn’t mandatory: van Rooij (1999), for instance, develops a view on which to desire p is for p to be more desirable
than the tautology ⊤ (i.e., the status quo). But we’ll soon see reasons to want a more sophisticated implementation.
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qualitative notion of desirability guarantees that it has kind of structure that allows for cardinal

comparisons. But for the purposes of discussion I’m happy to assume it does. So for the remain-

der of this section I will follow Phillips-Brown (2021), a proponent of the “what’s good enough”

analysis, in understanding desirability in terms of the notion of expected utility (in the manner of

Jeffrey 1965). In particular, I will assume that each agent (S) can be associated with a credence

function (CS) and a utility function (US). The credence function CS maps maximally specific

possibilities (w) to a real number in the unit interval, representing the subjective likelihood for

S that things are as they are in that possibility. (I will assume that CS obeys the axioms of the

probability calculus.) The utility function US maps maximally specific possibilities to real num-

bers, representing the actual subjective value of those possibilities for S. The expected utility

function for S (EUS) is then given as follows:52

EUS(p) =
∑

w∈W CS(w|p) · US(w)

With desirabilities now modeled as expected utilities, we can regiment the “what’s good

enough” theorist’s notion of ‘sufficient desirability’ in terms of thresholds of expected utility. This

in turn lets us say that for some real number T , you desire p if and only if EUS(p)> T .

What about the value of T—where does that come from? For the most part we’ll be fine

without a substantive answer to this question. However, Phillips-Brown (2021, 2025) argues

persuasively that it’s at least a context-sensitive matter. This is because going contextualist makes

it easy to explain certain patterns in our desire talk, like the fact that a single agent can speak

truly in saying both ‘I don’t want any of the dinner options: they’re all mediocre’ and ‘I want

the bolognese: it’s the best of the lot’. By allowing for contextual variation in the desirability

threshold, we can say that the first utterance is true in a context where the relevant threshold

is reasonably high, while the second is true in a context where the threshold is low enough so

that the bolognese surpasses it.

So, like Phillips-Brown, I’ll focus on a threshold-contextualist implementation of the “what’s

good enough” analysis. Where before we wrote ‘T ’, we’ll now write ‘Tc ’ (short for ‘threshold as

determined by context c’). Here, then, is the version of the “what’s good” enough analysis that

will be our focus—what Phillips-Brown calls the “Lockean” theory of desire:53

LOCKEANISM

‘S wants p’ is true in context c iff: EUS(p)> Tc .

How does the Lockean analysis fare with respect to TIE-BREAKING and ASCETICISM? Well,

in the case of TIE-BREAKING it’s no better off than the “what’s best” analysis. The reason why

is simple. By hypothesis, the options in Buridan cases are equally desirable (i.e., have equal

expected utility) for the subject in question. So either both options are above the threshold or

neither is. If they’re both above, then they’re both wanted; if neither is above, then neither is

wanted. Either way, it can’t be that exactly one is wanted. But we know that agents can and

52 Just as each person is plausibly associated with a family of desirability orderings, I assume that each person is likewise
associated with a family of expected utility functions (with differences in the expected utility functions corresponding
to differences in one or both of the underlying credence and utility functions).

53 Like the simple version of the “what’s best analysis” sketched above, the version(s) of the Lockean theory I’ll be
discussing in this section will abstract away from issues concerning the presuppositions of ‘want’, as well whether
‘want’ obeys single-premise closure. For closure-friendly implementations of Lockeanism, see Blumberg & Hawthorne
(2021) and Phillips-Brown (2025).
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often do want/prefer exactly one of the options in Buridan cases. So wanting can’t just be a

matter of surpassing some threshold of expected utility.

Now, it is not at all clear to me how the Lockean account might be amended to handle

discriminating desires in Buridan cases. But let’s come back to this later; in the meantime it will

be instructive to see how the Lockean fairs with respect to asceticism.

At first blush, the Lockean account looks well equipped to handle the possibility of asceticism.

In fact, the idea that one’s desires can fail to single out the most desirable option is one of the stan-

dard motivations for the (contextualist) Lockean theory of desire (Blumberg & Hawthorne 2021,

Phillips-Brown 2021, 2025). To account for the natural readings of sentences like ‘I know I’d be

better off with the free dollar than without it, but it wouldn’t be fair to say that I want/prefer

the free dollar in particular’, all the Lockean needs to say is that such speeches occur in contexts

where the expected utility of a free dollar fails to exceed the contextually determined threshold

for wanting—i.e., contexts in which Tc ≥ EUS($1).
Note, however, that the Lockean needs to do more than account for the possibility of as-

ceticism. They also need to account for the apparent possibility of interpersonal variation in

asceticism. Again, the central claim of §7 was that people can be indifferent to difference; not

that they must be. Some people are indifferent to a free dollar, but plenty aren’t. So suppose

Mr. Apathy is the former kind of person (indifferent to the free dollar) and Ms. Zeal the latter

(prefers the free dollar). Both Apathy and Zeal acknowledge that they would be better off hav-

ing the free dollar (and that no one would be worse off for it), but only Zeal has a preference

for it. What is the Lockean’s story about the difference between Apathy and Zeal?

Well let’s assume for now that both ‘Apathy doesn’t want the free $1’ and ‘Zeal does want

the free $1’ are true in a single context c (as it seems they easily could be). It then follows

from LOCKEANISM that EUZ($1) > Tc ≥ EUA($1). So perhaps the Lockean should say just that:

the reason Zeal wants the free dollar but Apathy doesn’t is that the two agents assign differ-

ent expected utilities to the prospect of a free dollar, with only Zeal’s assignment clearing the

threshold. (Maybe Apathy is considerably wealthier than Zeal, and thus more susceptible to the

diminishing marginal utility of money.)

Unfortunately, things aren’t so simple. As a warmup, note that Apathy and Zeal both assign

greater expected utility to the prospect of a free dollar than to the prospect of nothing. We know

Zeal does, because she prefers the dollar to nothing. And it’s safe to assume Apathy does, because

(i) he can truly say things like ‘Of course I’d be better off with the free dollar’; and because (ii)

we can imagine the case in such a way that for some number of dollars 1 < n ≤ 1,000, Apathy

would prefer $1+$n to $0 but not $0+$n to $1 (recall the discussion at the end of §7). So it

looks to follow that:

EUZ($1)> Tc ≥ EUA($1)> EUA/Z($0)

However, for reasons exactly analogous to (i) and (ii), we can argue that for any (possibly

fractional) positive number n, Zeal assigns greater expected utility to the prospect of a free n

cents than to the prospect of nothing—i.e., that for any n > 0, EUZ(n¢) > EUZ($0). Thus, so

long as there is some (possibly fractional) positive number of cents n such that the expected

utility Zeal assigns n cents is no greater than the expected utility Apathy assigns a dollar—i.e.,
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there is an n> 0 such that EUA($1)≥ EUZ(n¢)—we have that:54

EUZ($1)> Tc ≥ EUA($1)≥ EUZ(n¢)> EUA/Z($0)

And this in turn implies that, for some positive n, Zeal fails to want a free n cents, since for

Zeal the expected utility of n cents fails to exceed whatever threshold is responsible for Apathy’s

apathy to the dollar. Thus, given LOCKEANISM, the following inference is valid: ‘It’s not fair to say

that Apathy wants a free dollar; therefore, there’s some number of cents n such that it wouldn’t

be fair to say that Zeal wants a free n cents’.

But this inference seems terrible. Why should the mere fact that Apathy exhibits some degree

of financial asceticism imply that Zeal must also exhibit some degree of financial asceticism (even

if it’s to a lesser degree)? It’s not like Zeal would have to be lying in saying that she would prefer

having an extra penny (or a coin-flip for an extra penny) to not having it. So surely Zeal could be

such that for any amount of money, no matter how small, she prefers having the free money to

not having it. And this means that the explanation of why ‘Apathy doesn’t want a free dollar’ and

‘Zeal does want a free dollar’ both express truths can’t in general be that there is some particular

threshold Tc such that EUZ($1)> Tc ≥ EUA($1).
More generally, it is a consequence of LOCKEANISM that for any two agents S1 and S2 and

propositions p and q, if EUS1
(p) = EUS2

(q), then ‘S1 wants p if and only if S2 wants q’ is a

context-invariant truth. So even if agents can vary in how much expected utility they get from

certain prospects (like that of a free dollar), the Lockean is nonetheless committed to the false

claim that if anyone is ascetic to some degree, then everyone is ascetic to some degree. A more

sophisticated account of asceticism is needed.55

On that matter, I think the Lockean’s best bet is to treat the possibility of interpersonal vari-

ation in asceticism as evidence that the relationship between desire and expected utility is sub-

ject-sensitive (in addition to context-sensitive). For the Lockean needs there to be true interpre-

tations of speeches like ‘S1 wants p and S2 doesn’t want q’ even when EUS1
(p) = EUS2

(q). And

the only way for there to be such interpretations in the Lockean framework is for each subject

to be associated with their own expected utility threshold (per context).56 This gives us:

SOPHISTICATED LOCKEANISM

‘S wants p’ is true in context c iff: EUS(p)> TS,c .

54 Given that EUA($1) > EUA($0), the claim that there is no (positive) n such that EUA($1) ≥ EUZ (n¢) > EUA/Z ($0)
is tantamount to the claim that the expected utility Apathy gets from the dollar, though non-zero, is less than the
expected utility Zeal would get from a free n cents, no matter how small n is. It is quite hard to see what could
motivate this kind of “lexical” difference in the value of money for Apathy and Zeal.

55 One option, which I won’t explore in detail, is to posit yet further context-sensitivity in the interpretation of ‘want’. For
instance, one could insist that, holding context fixed, the inference from ‘Apathy doesn’t want a free dollar’ to ‘So there
is some number of cents n such that Zeal doesn’t want a free n cents’ is strictly speaking valid. It’s just that the natural
interpretations of ‘Apathy doesn’t want a free dollar’ and ‘There is some number of cents n such that Zeal doesn’t want
a free n cents’ involve different resolutions of the context-sensitivity of ‘want’, with the natural interpretations of the
former involving a more demanding threshold for desire than those associated with the latter.

However, I don’t think this proposal has much to recommend it. If there is an interpretation of ‘want’ on which ‘There
is some number of cents n such that Zeal doesn’t want a free n cents’ expresses a truth—which there must be, since
there is an interpretation of ‘want’ on which Apathy would speak truly in saying ‘I don’t want a free dollar’—then why
is it so difficult to access it? And what possibly could explain the difference in the meta-semantic profiles of these
sentences? (Is it supposed to have something to do with the meta-semantic profiles of the names ‘Apathy’ and ‘Zeal’?)

56 Zyglewicz (forthcoming) defends a subject-sensitive decision-theoretic account of desire, though his is not a version
of Lockeanism, and his motivations are pretty different from those I’ve been pressing here.
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(Simple) LOCKEANISM says that S desires p just in case the expected utility S assigns p exceeds

the contextually determined threshold of sufficient desirability. SOPHISTICATED LOCKEANISM, by

contrast, says that S desires p just in case the expected utility S assigns p exceeds the contextu-

ally determined threshold of sufficient desirability associated with S. In virtue of this extra degree

of freedom, the sophisticated Lockean has a much easier time accounting for interpersonal vari-

ation in asceticism.

With respect to Apathy and Zeal, all the sophisticated Lockean needs to say is that Apathy’s

threshold of sufficient desirability (TA,c) is higher than Zeal’s (TZ ,c)—and in particular that:

TA,c ≥ EUA($1)≥ EUZ(n¢)> TZ ,c

For then it could be that the following three claims are all true (relative to a single context): (i)

the expected utility Zeal gets from n cents is no greater than the expected utility Apathy gets

from a dollar; (ii) Apathy fails to want the dollar; and yet (iii) Zeal wants the n cents. This is

enough to rule out the validity of the inference from ‘Apathy doesn’t want the free dollar’ to ‘So

there is some positive number of cents n such that Zeal doesn’t want a free n cents’—thereby

blocking the main challenge to (simple) LOCKEANISM.

As far as accounting for the possibility of interpersonal variation in asceticism goes, SOPHIS-

TICATED LOCKEANISM strikes me as basically adequate. However, it is worth stressing just how

significant of a departure it is from the simple version of LOCKEANISM we started with. On

the simple, subject-insensitive picture, desire supervenes on desirability. Fix what you mean by

‘want’—that is: what the contextually relevant threshold of sufficient desirability is—and you

can read off the facts about what S desires from the facts about how desirable S finds the propo-

sitions in question. This is not so on the sophisticated picture. On the sophisticated picture,

fixing the context doesn’t fix the threshold of sufficient desirability, since there is no such thing

as the threshold of sufficient desirability in context. Each agent has their own threshold (per

context). So knowing how desirable S finds p isn’t enough to know whether S wants p; you also

have to know what S’s threshold is. And this in turn naturally raises questions about the grounds

of a particular agent’s threshold. Why, for example, does Apathy have a higher threshold than

Zeal?

Of course, explanations have to end somewhere, and this might be one of those places where

the Lockean is entitled to appeal to brute facts (at least at the level of folk psychology). But,

as a preview of what’s to come later, it is also a place where voluntaristic explanations start to

look tempting. For one possible explanation of the difference between agents like Apathy and

Zeal is in terms of the activity of their wills: the reason Zeal wants the extra dollar while Apathy

doesn’t is that Zeal made up her mind to have a low threshold while Apathy made up his mind

to have a high threshold.

I’m not going to defend this suggestion in any real detail now, since (i) I reject the threshold-

theoretic account (even in its sophisticated form) and (ii) I’m not quite ready to make the full-

throated case for bouletic voluntarism. So for present purposes the important point is this: even

if sophisticated Lockeanism were the correct account of the relationship between desire and

desirability, we’d still have the relevant kinds of supervenience failures, and with them a natural

path to bouletic voluntarism.
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All that said, I think the antecedent of this conditional is false: despite its sophistication,

SOPHISTICATED LOCKEANISM isn’t the correct account of the relationship between desire and

desirability. This is for two reasons, the discussion of which will conclude this section.

The first reason is that the Lockean (whether simple or sophisticated) predicts that the re-

lationship between desire and expected utility is monotonic: if you desire p when its expected

utility is x , then you must desire any proposition whose expected utility is y ≥ x . Likewise in

the other direction: if you fail to desire p when its expected utility is x , then you must fail to

fail to desire any proposition whose expected utility is y ≤ x . But this too seems wrong. To see

why, suppose Jones is offered a choice of one of three boxes: the first contains $100, the second

$200, and the third $300. And suppose that the relationship between money and expected util-

ity is linear for Jones.57 It is a consequence of (sophisticated) Lockeanism that, holding context

fixed, the following inference is valid: ‘Jones only wants the third box; therefore, if all three

boxes contained twice as much money as they actually do, Jones would want the second box

too’. Likewise in the other direction: it is a consequence of (sophisticated) Lockeanism that,

holding context fixed, the following inference is valid: ‘Jones wants the third box; therefore, if

all three boxes contained half as much money as they actually do, Jones wouldn’t want any of

them’. But such inferences are bizarre. They rule out the possibility that Jones simply wants the

best box he can get—no matter the absolute value of the contents inside—in which case neither

doubling nor halving the value of the boxes will make a difference to what he wants.58

The second reason is the one we set aside earlier: any account of desire in terms of thresholds

of desirability (whether simple or sophisticated) is powerless to explain discriminating desires in

Buridan cases. I’ve chosen not to belabor this point because I don’t think the Lockean’s failings

here are as instructive as they are for asceticism and monotonicity. But make no mistake: I see

tie-breaking as quite a serious problem for the Lockean, and I have no real sense for how the

view could be modified to give a plausible account of it.

In light of these issues, I think we have strong reason to reject the idea that desire is a matter

of surpassing some threshold of desirability, even when the nature of that relationship is both

context- and subject-sensitive. I now turn to defending my preferred account.

9 Cogent desire

9.1 Background assumptions

I’l start with two bits of stage-setting. First, like the “what’s best” theorist, I’m going to assume

that desire is alternative-sensitive—i.e., that desire is a relation between an agent, a proposition,

and a set of two or more mutually exclusive propositions (the alternatives under considera-

57 This assumption is inessential to the argument. We could instead run a version that quantities abstractly over quan-
tities of money to which Jones is indifferent and quantities of money to which he is not. The concrete numbers just
make things easier to think about.

58 It would be a mistake to regard this argument as telling meaningfully in favor WHAT’S BEST, since we can run a parallel
version against that analysis too. In particular, the following inference also seem invalid: ‘Jones wants the third box
in particular; therefore, if each box contained 1

100 the money it actually does, Jones would still want the third box in
particular’. And the reason it seems invalid is that it rules out the possibility that Jones is indifferent to $3 differences.
But given WHAT’S BEST this inference should be perfectly legitimate.
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tion).59 It’s one thing to desire p relative to the alternative set {p,¬p}, another to desire p

relative to the alternative set {p, q, r}. By extension, I’m going to assume that one of the dimen-

sions of the context-sensitivity of ‘want’ (and its cognates) is the alternative set relative to which

it is interpreted. These ideas have received considerable support in some of the recent literature

on desire—including from Lockeans—so I won’t be saying much in their defense here.60 By my

lights, the best justification for this extra parameter of context-sensitivity is in the explanatory

power of the theories that incorporate it.

Second, now that we’ve dispensed with Lockean thresholds, we no longer need the full struc-

ture of expected utility functions to say most all of what we want to say about the relationship

between desire and desirability. So for now I’m going to abandon the ideology of expected

utility functions (EUS) and go back to theorizing directly in terms of the qualitative notion of

desirability. But it will be useful to formalize the notion a bit.

I’m going to assume that desirability (for S) can be factored into two binary relations over the

space of propositions: >S (pronounced ‘is more desirable to S’) and =S (pronounced ‘is equally

desirable to S’). ‘p ≥S q’ will abbreviate ‘p >S q or p =S q’. I will refer to the combination of >S

and =S as S’s desirability ordering.

My assumptions about the logical properties of desirability orderings will be fairly aus-

tere—far more austere than they’d need to be if we wanted to represent them with (expected)

utility functions. In particular, I’ll only be assuming the following:

• >S is asymmetric (and thus irreflexive). (For any p, q: if p >S q, then q ̸>S p.)

• =S is symmetric, reflexive, and transitive. (For any p: p =S p. For any p, q: p =S q iff

q =S p. And for any p, q, r: if p =S q and q =S r, then p =S r.)

• >S and =S are disjoint. (For any p, q: if p >S q, then p ̸=S q.)

So, some salient things I will not be assuming about desirability orderings include:

• That p ≥S is total. (So I’m allowing that for some p, q: neither p ≥S q nor q ≥S p.)

• That >S is transitive. (So I’m allowing that for some p, q, r: p >S q >S r ≥S p.)

I’ve chosen to keep the constraints on desirability orderings as trim as they need to be to set

up my positive theory of desire and the corresponding argument for bouletic voluntarism. By

not requiring ≥S to be total, we leave room for the possibility of desirability-incomparability (of

the kind briefly discussed in §3.2 above).61 And by not requiring >S to be transitive, we leave

59 Note that I am not assuming that the alternative set will always be a partition. The alternative sets to which desire is
sensitive can fail to exhaust logical space.

60 For some recent work in support of the alternative-sensitivity of desire, see, e.g., Blumberg & Hawthorne (2021, 2022),
Blumberg (2022a), Grano & Phillips-Brown (2022), Phillips-Brown (2025, forthcoming), Zyglewicz (forthcoming).
Of course, by introducing alternative-sensitivity into one’s theory of desire, one opens oneself up to a number of
difficult questions about the interpretation of ‘want’ (and its cognates). Chief among them is the question of what,
meta-semantically speaking, determines which alternative set is operative in a given context. But rather than try
to resolve these questions, I’ll simply follow the precedent set by the literature and leave them as a task for future
research.

61 See also Levi (1986), Gert (2004), and Rabinowicz (2008).
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room for Rachels-Temkin-style responses to “spectrum” arguments.62

That said, unless stated otherwise, every example I discuss will be one in which it is assumed

that the agent in question has a desirability ordering that satisfies these last two assumptions:

that is, for the relevant agent S, ≥S is total and >S is transitive (at least for the propositions

under consideration). This assumption will allow us to express the deliverances of desirability

orderings more compactly, as in:

p =S q >S r >S s

Rather than the cumbersome:

p =S q, p >S r, p >S s, q >S r, q >S s, r >S s

And it will also allow us to reason intuitively about how the agent’s desires are liable to be

affected by changes to the desirability of the options under consideration. But again: the paper’s

“official” conception of desirability is the logically austere one.

With that, we are now in a position to state the core principle underlying my theory of desire.

I’ll introduce it with an example.

9.2 Cogency

Suppose S is thinking about which restaurant to go to tonight. They’ve narrowed it down to a

choice between A, B, C, and D. The only relevant consideration is S’s assessment of the desir-

ability of the restaurants, which they give voice to as such: ‘I love all four of these restaurants;

but if I had to rank them I’d say A and B are tied for best, with C a close third and D a close

fourth’. Let us suppose, then, that S’s desirability ordering is as follows:

A =S B >S C >S D

Suppose we ask S which restaurant they want to go to tonight. How might they respond?

Here, to my ears, are some of the answers we could expect them to give, holding fixed our

knowledge of their ranking of the options:

- A. ✓

- B. ✓

- A or B. ✓

- Not D. ✓

- Either A, B, C, or D / Any of them will do. ✓

And here are some of the answers that would be strange for S to give:

62 See, e.g., Temkin (1987, 1996), Rachels (1998, 2001). For critical discussion, see, e.g., Handfield (2014), Nebel
(2018). There is also a sizable literature on the question of whether “preference” is transitive, and the consequences of
it failing to be—see, e.g., Davidson et al. (1955), Quinn (1990), Hansson (1993), Gendin (1996), Gustafsson (2016),
and Baumann (2022). Note, however, that this literature often understands ‘preference’ in a quasi-theoretical way,
operationalized in terms of an agent’s choice dispositions. As such, the exact relationship between the non-transitivity
of (this kind of) preference and the non-transitivity of >S seems to me to be largely an open question. We’ll return to
some of these issues in the final few sections of the paper.
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- C. ✗

- Any of them besides B. ✗

- A or D. ✗

What explains this pattern of judgments? Well, intuitively, the strange-seeming answers

seem strange because they all involve S wanting options they know to be less desirable than at

least some of the available alternatives. In saying ‘C’, S is representing themself as wanting C

in particular. But why would they want C in particular, given that they know that A and B are

better? Likewise, in saying ‘A or D’, S is representing themself as being unpicky enough to be

happy with either A or D, but picky enough to be unhappy with either B or C. But if they’re going

to picky enough to rule out B and C, why wouldn’t they be picky enough to rule out D? Or, in the

other direction: if they’re going to be unpicky enough to include D, why wouldn’t they unpicky

enough to include B and C? More generally, if S is willing to settle for two of the options, it seems

like it should be the two most desirable ones: A and B. If they’re going to report themselves as

desiring in a way that contravenes this idea, it strongly suggests they’re either lying about what

they want, or that their desirability ordering is other than what was suggested by their initial

speech about the relative quality of the restaurants.

The reasonable seeming answers, by contrast, all play nicely with the sorts of considerations

discussed in §§6-7. It’s reasonable to express a desire for A in particular or for B in particular,

because it’s reasonable to have discriminating desires between equally desirable options, and

A and B are tied for most desirable. But it’s also reasonable to express a desire not for A in

particular or for B in particular, but instead for their disjunction, since it’s also reasonable not

to have discriminating desires between equally desirable options. And it’s reasonable to have

a desire for anything but D, or to have no preference at all between the four options, since it’s

reasonable to be an ascetic.

So what’s the general principle here? If the arguments of §8.2 are correct, then it’s not the

Lockean’s: the relationship between desire and desirability cannot simply be a matter of sur-

passing some threshold (even if that threshold both context- and subject-sensitive). Instead, the

core principle seems to be that one’s desires are cogent with respect to the facts about desir-

ability, in a sense analogous to which one’s guesses are cogent with respect to the facts about

subjective likelihood (Holguín 2022, Dorst & Mandelkern 2023). Indeed, given the similarities

in the patterns here and the patterns about guessing discussed in §4, this connection seems quite

natural.

Put roughly, the idea behind cogency is this. Given a set of alternatives Q, you’re allowed to

be as picky or unpicky as you please with respect to which of the options in Q are compatible

with what you desire (relative to Q). But your pickiness is constrained by the desirability of the

options under consideration. If you are so picky as to desire a single alternative, it better be best

or at least no worse than any other; and if you are unpicky and so indifferent between some

number of alternatives, the each they need to be no less desirable than the alternatives that are

not compatible with what you desire.

Somewhat more precisely, say that a proposition p is defined on a set of alternatives Q just

in case p is equivalent to some union of cells of Q (i.e., p is either one of the propositions in Q
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or is a disjunction of two or more propositions in Q).63 We can then say:64

COGENCY

p is cogent for S relative to Q iff:

1. p is defined on Q.

2. For every q ∈Q: if q entails p, then: for every r ∈Q such that r >S q: r entails p.

Suppose that S’s desires relative to {A, B, C, D} are cogent in the sense just defined. It would

then follow that: relative to {A, B, C, D}, and holding fixed S’s desirability ordering, S desires

one of the following five propositions:

- A

- B

- A ∨ B

- A ∨ B ∨ C

- A ∨ B ∨ C ∨ D

I submit that this exactly matches the intuitive judgments about what S can be reasonably ex-

pected to desire in the dinner case. S might be picky and desire A (B), because there is no option

incompatible with that desire that is better than A (B). Or S might merely desire A ∨ B, being

picky enough to narrow things down to the two (tied-for)-best options, but not picky enough to

form a Buridan preference. Or S might exhibit some degree of asceticism—from the partially

ascetic desire for A ∨ B ∨ C to the fully ascetic desire for A ∨ B ∨ C ∨ D. All cogency guaran-

tees is that if S’s desire is compatible with exactly n of the alternatives, then they are the n-best

alternatives (give or take ties), as judged by S’s desirability ordering.65

From here on out I will be assuming that the only necessary connection between desire and

desirability is given by cogency. I know of no other principle that allows desire to be constrained

by desirability without ruling out tie-breaking and asceticism. And I submit that all the examples

discussed in the paper so far accord nicely with the hypothesis that to desire is to desire cogently.

The task for the rest of the section is to present a theory of desire that captures these ideas.

9.3 Desire in terms of cogency

Cogency is a permissive condition. Even supposing there is only one answer to the question ‘How

should S’s desirability ordering rank each of the propositions in Q?’, there will always be more

than one answer to the question ‘What’s cogent for S relative to Q?’. In the limiting case where

63 Note that as ‘defined’ is defined, a conjunction of two or more propositions in Q is not defined on Q.
64 The cogency(/“filtering”) principle for guessing defended by Holguín (2022) and Dorst & Mandelkern (2023) is

essentially identical to the principle I’m calling COGENCY: just replace ‘desire’ with ‘guess’ and ‘>S ’ with ‘is assigned
higher credence by S’ and you get the guessing principle. Or almost, anyway: both Holguín and Dorst and Mandelkern
state a version of the principle that requires one’s guess to include every alternative r such that: S assigns no less
credence to r than to any alternative q included in one’s guess. This is tantamount to not allowing one’s guesses to
break credal ties. Holguín doesn’t offer any justification for this constraint, while Dorst and Mandelkern explicitly
acknowledge that it might be appropriate to relax the condition to allow for tie-breaking (see their footnote 8). For
the reasons given in §4, it seems clear that a good theory of rational guessing will allow for arbitrary tie-breaking.

65 Note that if >S is non-transitive and/or ≥S is incomplete with respect to the options in Q, this gloss will be a bit
misleading. In such cases it would be better to think about S’s Q-relative desires as being determined not by which
options are the n-best (for the relevant 1≤ n≤ |Q|), but which options are the (|Q| − n)-least bad.
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Q = {p, q} and p >S q, there are at least two cogentS,Q propositions: p and p∨q.66 Adding more

propositions to Q (and/or introducing desirability ties and/or incomparabilities) only increases

the space of cogent possibilities. The restaurant case has five such possibilities, for example. In

light of this, we know at a minimum that a proposition’s being cogent cannot suffice for its being

desired.

However, there are also good reasons to think that cogency cannot be a necessary condition

on desire either. Consider the restaurant case, but with another character, S∗, whose desirability

ordering is as follows:

C >S∗ B >S∗ D >S∗ A

Suppose S says they want A and that S∗ says they want C. In such circumstances, a reasonable

answer to the question ‘How many people are such that they want A or C?’ is ‘Two’. Likewise,

we can reasonably assert things like ‘S and S∗ are alike in that they both want A or C’. It would

thus seem reasonable to conclude that both S and S∗ want{A,B,C ,D} A ∨ C.67 And this is despite the

fact that, relative to {A, B, C, D}, A ∨ C is neither cogent for S nor cogent for S∗. This suggests

that we can desire non-cogently.

More generally, the idea that cogency is necessary for desire plays badly with the plausible

(albeit controversial) idea that desire obeys single-premise closure: i.e., that if (i) S desiresQ p

and (ii) p entails q, then (c) S desiresQ q.68 This is for the basic reason that cogencyS,Q doesn’t

obey single-premise closure: it does not follow from the fact that A is cogent{A,B,C ,D} and that A

entails A ∨ C that A ∨ C is cogent{A,B,C ,D} (it’s not). So anyone who thinks desire obeys single-

premise closure has to give up the idea that our desires are invariably cogent.

Now, the question of whether desire obeys single-premise closure is hotly contested.69 It thus

needn’t be such a disappointment to have a theory of desire that fails to validate it. However,

I myself am sympathetic to the validity of single-premise closure for desire, and am persuaded

by the suggestion, often found in the literature, that the putative counterexamples to its validity

involve non-uniform resolutions of the context-sensitivity of ‘want’ (thanks to shifts in the alter-

native set and/or underlying desirability ordering). But since questions of the logic of desire are

largely orthogonal to our main line of inquiry—and since it makes my job strictly harder if I have

to validate single-premise closure than if I don’t—I’ll simply be taking its validity for granted in

what follows.

So: how can we build a theory of desire out of the idea that desire is governed by cogency,

given that being cogent is neither necessary nor sufficient for being desired? The answer is by

introducing a new theoretical primitive. In particular, I’m going to assume that for any agent

S and alternative set Q, there is always a strongest cogent proposition S desires relative to Q.70

66 For notational convenience, I’ll write ‘desireQ ’ as shorthand for ‘desire relative to Q’, ‘cogentS,Q ’ for ‘cogent for S
relative to Q’, etc.

67 Such a conclusion is not mandatory, however. It could be that the true interpretation of this speech is more perspic-
uously expressed by something like ‘S and S∗ are alike in that they both are such that either they want A or want C’.
(Mutatis mutandis for the readings of the question ‘How many people are such that they want A or C?’ on which ‘Two’
is a reasonable answer.) See footnote 69 below for citations of some of the relevant literature here.

68 I’m happy to leave open what the relevant notion of entailment amounts to (logical? metaphysical? known/believed
logical/metaphysical?). For our purposes any reasonable notion will work well enough.

69 See, e.g., Heim (1992), von Fintel (1999), Crnič (2011), Braun (2015), Blumberg & Hawthorne (2021, 2022), Blum-
berg (2022a,b), Booth (2023), Phillips-Brown (2025), and Zyglewicz (forthcoming) for relevant discussion.

70 Strictly speaking, it would be better to weaken this claim so that it applies only to agents who have some bouletic
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Somewhat more precisely: for any S and Q, there is a p such that: (i) S wantsQ p; (ii) p is

cogentS,Q; and (iii) for any proposition q, if S wantsQ q, then p entails q. Whichever propositions

satisfies (i)-(iii) is the content of (what I will call) S’s ur-desireQ.

With the notion of ur-desire in hand, we can give a simple, cogency-theoretic analysis of

desire as follows:

COGENT DESIRE

S wantsQ p iff: p is entailed by S’s ur-desireQ.

COGENT DESIRE does not make cogency sufficient for desire: of the various cogentS,Q proposi-

tions, at most one is the content of S’s ur-desireQ, and only the propositions that are entailed

by the content of that ur-desireQ are desiredQ. Nor does it make it necessary for desire: propo-

sitions entailed by one’s ur-desireQ aren’t guaranteed to be cogentS,Q, but they are guaranteed

to be desiredQ. Nonetheless, COGENT DESIRE does justice to the idea—brought out by the argu-

ments of §§6-8—that the essential nature of the relationship between desire and desirability is

given by cogency. Non-cogent desire is possible, but it’s always derivative desire; relative to any

particular alternative set, one’s (logically) strongest desire is invariably cogent.

COGENT DESIRE is more or less the paper’s official theory of desire. As far as it is concerned,

any cogentS,Q proposition could constitute S’s ur-desireQ. This guarantees that S can have dis-

criminating desires in Buridan cases, and can exhibit any degree of asceticism. It also guarantees

that S desiresQ the consequences of what S ur-desiresQ, ensuring that S’s desiresQ obey single-

premise closure.

Beyond the constraints imposed by cogency and single-premise closure, the theory’s predic-

tions are sparse. Knowing that A=S B>S C>S D is enough to know that S has one of five possible

ur-desires{A,B,C ,D}; but that’s about it. In the other direction, knowing that S desires{A,B,C ,D} A is

enough to know that S finds A no less desirable than any of B, C, and D; but that’s about it.

However, it’s also not clear that we should want our theory of desire to have more predictive

power than this. After all, the main lesson of §§6-8 is that there is considerable intrapersonal

leeway in which states of desire one could adopt, and considerable interpersonal leeway in which

states of desire agents do adopt, even in cases where the relative desirability of the options under

consideration is held fixed.

That said, the lack of predictive power would perhaps be more palatable if we had a more in-

teresting story to tell about the theory’s central component: ur-desire. For as it currently stands,

the theory is plainly circular: desire is analyzed in terms of ur-desire, which itself is partially

analyzed in terms of desire, and is otherwise simply being treated as a theoretical primitive.

The goal of §10 will be to ameliorate this situation, by taking a stand on the metaphysical basis

of ur-desire. This is where bouletic voluntarism will finally enter the picture.

But first, it will be instructive to examine in greater detail some of COGENT DESIRE’s substan-

tive predictions. For even continuing to treat ur-desire as an unanalyzed primitive, there is much

to scrutinize in the claim that desire is a consequence of (cogent) ur-desire. (Note: I encourage

impatient and/or exhausted readers to skip to §10 and return here at their leisure. None of the

attitude or other relative to Q, since plausibly desiring p relative to Q requires that (at some level of abstraction) S
comprehends p and the alternatives in Q. But I’ll suppress this complexity in what follows.
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objections discussed below will have much impact on the shape of the discussion in the final few

sections of the paper.)

9.4 Putative failures of cogency

Here I will discuss three problem cases for COGENT DESIRE, ordered from least to most concern-

ing. They are: (i) cases in which we seem to want none of the options under consideration; (ii)

cases in which we seem to want multiple (incompatible) options under consideration; and (iii)

cases in which we seem to prefer less desirable options to more desirable options.

9.4.1 Wanting none

It is a consequence of COGENT DESIRE that, relative to any alternative set Q, there is at least

one option in Q such that: one’s desiresQ are guaranteed to be satisfied so long as one gets that

option.71 Equivalently: there will always be at least one option in Q such that that option is

compatible what what one ur-desiresQ. For example, if Q = {p,q}, with p >S q, then one’s ur-

desireQ is guaranteed to be either p or p∨q—in which case getting p is a way of satisfying one’s

ur-desireQ, no matter which of the two possible ur-desiresQ one has.

But we sometimes talk as if none of the options under consideration is wanted. For example,

if I ask you, ‘Which do you want: to spend a month in prison or be tortured for a day?’—‘Neither’

is a perfectly reasonable response.72 Likewise, we can imagine the restaurant case above as one

in which S has the same desirability ranking, but where now all the options are considered quite

bad in “absolute” terms. In such circumstances, it would be perfectly reasonable for S to say ‘I

want none of A, B, C, or D; they’re all terrible’.

However, I believe this challenge is superficial. The felicity of the “none of the above”-

type desire-reports is just further evidence of the context-sensitivity ‘want’. Indeed, to account

for these uses, all we need to do is allow for resolutions of the context-sensitivity of ‘want’ on

which “none of the above” is included among the contextually salient alternatives. Say that ✗Q

corresponds to the negation of the disjunction of all the propositions in the alternative set Q.

Then we can say that in contexts where ‘None of them’ is a natural response to the question

‘Which restaurant do you want to go to?’, the relevant alternative set is {A, B, C, D, ✗{A,B,C ,D}}.73

And relative to that alternative set, an ur-desire for ✗{A,B,C ,D} (i.e., none of A, B, C, or D) is cogent

so long as the desirability of ✗{A,B,C ,D} is no less than the desirability of any of the restaurant

prospects (as we can easily imagine it being).

9.4.2 Wanting multiple

According to COGENT DESIRE, for any alternative set Q, there is a unique, strongest proposition

S desires relative to Q, which is either one of the alternatives in Q or some disjunction of those

alternatives. This proposition is the content of S’s ur-desireQ, and all of S’s desiresQ stem from

it. An immediate consequence of this fact is that S’s desiresQ are guaranteed to be consistent.

71 If Q has a unique most desirable option, then that option is the witness to the claim; if there’s a tie for most desirable,
then at least one of those options will be a witness to the claim.

72 Phillips-Brown (2021, 2025) uses these sorts of judgments to argue against WHAT’S BEST and in favor of LOCKEANISM.
73 It could also be {✗{A,B,C ,D}, ¬✗{A,B,C ,D}}.

39



After all, if p and q are inconsistent, then it cannot be that both p and q are entailed by what S

ur-desiresQ. Instead, S can at most wantQ either p or q, as when both p and q entail (rather than

are entailed by) S’s ur-desireQ. In the restaurant case, for example, S cannot both want{A,B,C ,D}

A and want{A,B,C ,D} B, since no possible ur-desire{A,B,C ,D} entails both A and B. At most S can

want{A,B,C ,D} either A or B (as when S’s ur-desire{A,B,C ,D} is one of: A, B, or A ∨ B).

What this means, effectively, is that if COGENT DESIRE is right, then relative to any single

alternative set Q, it’s impossible to have conflicting desiresQ. At most it can be that multiple

conflicting propositions are compatible with what one desiresQ (i.e., are ways of satisfying what

one desiresQ). And on the face of it this prediction might seem implausible. Isn’t it just a banal

platitude that our desires can conflict?74

Well, perhaps. But care is needed in saying what exactly this platitude amounts to. ‘Want’ is

highly context-sensitive. So the mere fact that we can speak truly in saying ‘I want p’ and ‘I want

q’ even when (we know that) p and q are incompatible is not particularly strong evidence that

we can simultaneously want p and want q. For an alternative explanation is that the true inter-

pretations of the conflicting desire reports involve shifts in the contextually relevant alternative

set and/or desirability ordering (Levinson 2003, Crnič 2011, Phillips-Brown forthcoming). In-

deed, this seems to me the natural diagnosis of what’s going on with the “conflict” brought out

by (i) ‘I want to pay my taxes because I don’t want to go to jail’ and (ii) ‘I don’t want to pay my

taxes because I’d rather spend the money on frivolities’. In saying both of these things, I am not

expressing a single conflicted state of mind, but two distinct states of mind.

However, there are other putative cases of conflicting desire that seem less amenable to this

style of contextualist treatment. Indeed, these sorts of cases have been taken to constitute some

of the main considerations in favor of the Lockean analysis of desire (Blumberg & Hawthorne

2021, Phillips-Brown 2021, 2025).75 Consider, for example, the Buridan case of §6. You’re faced

with a choice between a $20 bill in a box labeled ‘Left’ and a $20 bill in a box labeled ‘Right’.

You’re asked which of them you want. To my ears, a response along the lines of ‘I want both of

them’ seems perfectly reasonable. Likewise for ‘I want Left and I want Right, though I realize I

can only have one’—that too seems just fine. But unlike in the taxation case, here it seems quite

implausible that the true interpretations of these reports involve non-uniform resolutions of the

context-sensitivity of ‘want’. For reasons stressed in §6, no reasonable desirability ordering will

distinguish the two options. And though we could try to jerry-rig some alternative sets to make

the judgments come out COGENT DESIRE-compatible—say by taking ‘I want both’ to be uniformly

true relative to {Left ∧ Right, Neither}, or to involve some kind of non-uniform truth relative to

{Left, ¬Left} and {Right, ¬Right}—this strikes me as a measure of last resort.

So my preferred response is to distinguish between two kinds of desire—a distinction which

is evidence of a deeper kind of context-sensitivity in ‘want’ than we’ve seen so far. In particular,

I am going to posit a distinction between ordinary desire—which is the kind I take myself to

have been theorizing about throughout the course of the paper—and what I will call inclusive

desire (and will write as ‘∩-desire’)—which is the kind I claim is often expressed when we report

74 For further motivation see, e.g., Greenspan (1980), Pettit (1991), Marino (2009), Baker (2010), Phillips-Brown (forth-
coming), as well as the citations in the main text below.

75 Given LOCKEANISM, if both p and q are above the (contextually relevant) threshold of sufficient desirability, then both
are wanted. Considerations of co-satisfiability are irrelevant.
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“conflicting” desires.

I lack the space to make a comprehensive case for an ambiguity treatment. But as a suggestive

point, suppose we add a third “Middle” box to our Buridan case, which contains some pocket

lint (Left and Right still each contain a crisp twenty dollar bill). Suppose you’re asked ‘You’re

about to get one of the three boxes, which of them do you want?’. To my ears the following

response is perfectly reasonable:

‘Both Left and Right, just not Middle.’

But so too is:

‘Either Left or Right, just not Middle’.

Does one express a different mental state depending on which of these two answers one

gives? I’m inclined to think not. I’m inclined to think that—even though the first answer involves

the words ‘both’ and ‘and’ while the second involves the words ‘either’ and ‘or’—one who utters

either answer expresses the same mental state (at least in the setting of this particular case).

Moreover, supposing you do answer in the first way (‘Both Left and Right, just not Middle’) and

get Right, does it follow that you didn’t get everything you wanted? Maybe in one sense yes—a

sense we can give voice to with a speech like:

‘You said you wanted both Left and Right, and you only got Right, so you didn’t get

everything you wanted.’

But there seems also to be a clear sense in which the inference is unwarranted—a sense we can

give voice to with a speech like:

‘You said you just didn’t want Middle, and we gave you something other than Middle,

so you got everything you wanted.’

To my ears, neither speech mischaracterizes the underlying bouletic facts.

I find it difficult to make sense of all this on the assumption that ‘want’ is interpreted uni-

formly across these different speeches. So I’ll simply be taking it for granted that the kind of

desire we express when we say things like ‘I want both Left and Right, not Middle’ is of a dif-

ferent kind than the one we express when we say things like ‘I want either Left or Right, not

Middle’ (again, in the setting of this particular case). The former is the as-of-yet unanalyzed ∩-

desire; the latter is (ordinary) desire. The question is the relationship between these two kinds

of desire.

On my preferred analysis, ∩-desire is essentially the mirror-image of (ordinary) desire. Get-

ting what you want (in the ordinary sense) can be as hard as getting the most desirable option

(as when you’re maximally picky), and can be as easy as getting any option (as when you’re

maximally ascetic). By contrast, getting what you ∩-want can be as easy as getting the most de-

sirable option (as when you’re maximally ∩-picky), and can be as hard as getting all the options

(as when you’re maximally ∩-ascetic). And just as we’ve analyzed desire is in terms of ur-desire

and cogency, so too can we analyze ∩-desire in terms of mirror-image notions of ur-∩-desire and

∩-cogency.

More precisely:
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• I’ll say that a non-empty Q∗ ⊆ Q is ∩-cogentS,Q iff: for each p in Q∗ and each q that’s in

Q but not in Q∗: p ̸<S q. (By contrast: cogencyS,Q is a property of propositions defined on

Q, to the effect that every Q-alternative that’s entailed by the proposition in question is no

less desirable than any Q-alternative that is not entailed by it.)

• I assume that for any S and Q, S has an ur-∩-desireQ state, which is a particular non-empty

subset of Q. These are all the propositions that S ur-∩-desiresQ. (By contrast, S’s ur-desireQ

is a particular proposition (defined on Q): namely, the disjunction of all the elements of

some particular non-empty subset of Q; namely all the propositions compatible with what

S ur-desiresQ.)

• I assume that S’s ur-∩-desire state is ∩-cogentS,Q.

The analysis of inclusive desire is then as follows:

COGENT ∩-DESIRE

S ∩-desiresQ p iff: there is a q in S’s ur-∩-desireQ state such that q entails p.

So, for example, if S’s ur-∩-desire{A,B,C ,D} state is {A, B}, then S ∩-desires{A,B,C ,D} A, B, and any

proposition that is entailed either by A or by B.

In terms of its predictions, this analysis is in certain respects quite similar to Phillips-Brown’s

(2025) Lockean theory of desire. In fact, the only important difference is that on Phillips-Brown’s

analysis, every proposition in Q whose expected utility for S exceeds some contextually salient

threshold is included in S’s ur-∩-desire state. My analysis imposes no such requirement. And

for reasons exactly analogous to those given in §8.2, I think we do better not imposing this

requirement, since it effectively rules out discriminating ∩-desires in Buridan cases, as well as

interpersonal variation in levels of ∩-asceticism. And both phenomena seem as possible for

conflicting desire as they do for ordinary desire.76

Moreover, to make good on the suggestion that (ordinary) desire and ∩-desire are mirror

images of one another, all we need is the following bridge principle:

DESIRE / ∩-DESIRE DUALITY

For any p ∈Q: S ur-∩-desiresQ p iff p entails S’s ur-desireQ.

In words: for a proposition in Q to be ur-∩-desiredQ is for that proposition to be compatible with

what you ur-desireQ. So, for example, someone who ur-∩-desires{Left, Middle, Right} both Left and

Right is someone who ur-desires{Left, Middle, Right} that they get either Left or Right. Understood

as such, desire and ∩-desire are two sides of the same coin.

In light of this, I believe that cases of conflicting desire are not in any real tension with CO-

GENT DESIRE. In some cases, we can account for the judgments using run-of-the-mill contextual-

ist machinery (i.e., shifts in the desirability ordering and/or alternative set). In other cases, we

can account for the judgments by taking ‘want’ to express ∩-desire. From there we can smoothly

76 The account is is even more similar to Blumberg & Hawthorne’s (2021, §4.1) analysis, since on their view (what plays
the role of) S’s ur-∩-desire state is determined by an unanalyzed “good-selecting function” (which returns a non-empty
subset of Q). However, Blumberg and Hawthorne don’t appeal to considerations of Buridan cases or interpersonal
variations in asceticism to justify their unanalyzed good-selecting function, and in fact express some sympathy with
interpreting this function in terms of expected utility thresholds, as Phillips-Brown does.
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read off the facts about which of the conflicting propositions the agent ur-∩-desires (and thus ∩-

desires) from the facts about which propositions are compatible with what the agent ur-desires,

or vice versa. Either way, the fundamental principle governing the relationship between desire

and desirability is given by cogency.

9.4.3 Wanting worse

COGENT DESIRE says it is possible to fail to want what’s most desirable. This is because COGENT

DESIRE licenses asceticism, and asceticism is a way of failing to want what’s most desirable. But

COGENT DESIRE does not say it is possible to want what’s less desirable. This is because it follows

from COGENT DESIRE that for any Q and any p, q ∈ Q, if p but not q is compatible with what

S ur-desiresQ, then p ̸<S q. Thus, COGENT DESIRE sharply distinguishes asceticism—failing to

desire the more desirable—from masochism—actively desiring the less desirable.77

Is it appropriate to draw such a sharp line between asceticism and masochism? Here matters

turn on subtle issues concerning the theoretical notion of ‘desirability’, which is still basically

just a theoretical primitive. Unsurprisingly, this makes it a bit unclear how we’re supposed to go

about settling a question like this. Still, I think there are a number of things to be said in favor

of drawing this distinction.

Start with the analogy to guessing. Suppose you’re sure that a coin is more likely to land

heads than tails. It would not be particularly puzzling for you to report yourself as failing to think

that the coin will land heads. This is because there is nothing puzzling about being the kind of

person who is cautious about venturing a guess, even when you’re sure that a certain answer is

most likely to be correct. What would be puzzling, however, is if you reported yourself as actively

thinking the coin will land tails. If you’re genuinely sure that the most likely outcome is heads,

then it what sense could you really think the coin will land tails? One’s comparative confidence

judgments may not determine one’s guesses; but they seem to impose enough discipline to rule

out this kind of incongruity. The claim is that the relationship between desire and desirability

works in essentially the same way.

Can this claim be given direct intuitive support? On the one hand, there does seem to be an

intuitive contrast between a speech like:

‘I know A and B are in every relevant respect slightly more appealing than C; but

the difference is small enough that I don’t care which of the three I go with.’

and a speech like:

‘I know A and B are in every relevant respect slightly more appealing than C; but I

want to go with C rather than with A or B.’

The latter is puzzling in the way the former is not. The hypothesis that desire must be cogent

neatly explains this contrast—at least assuming that an agent’s judgments of “appeal” are a

reasonable guide to workings of their desirability ordering.

On the other hand though, it’s not so difficult to find cases that might reasonably be thought

to demonstrate the possibility of masochistic desire. Consider a putative case of bald-faced
77 To be clear: I am using ‘masochism’ in a technical sense. It is entirely compatible with everything I say here that

masochists in the ordinary sense desire/prefer in ways that accord with their desirability orderings.
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masochism. Suppose S strongly desires to smoke, all the while recognizing that it is very much

in their interest not to. It would not be obviously misguided to describe a case like this as one

in which, relative to {smoke, ¬smoke}, S strongly prefers smoking, despite finding not smoking

more desirable than smoking. Mutatis mutandis for others desires that might naturally be de-

scribed as ill-conceived, compulsive, self-destructive, or what have you: squint and you can see

the mark of such cases as the agent desiring the less desirable.

However, I think we should resist this characterization of the cases, and with it the very pos-

sibility of bald-faced masochism. Again, ‘desirability’ is a quasi-theoretical notion, understood

as the kind of value relevant to desire, whatever that value may be. This kind of value will often

have substantive connections to one’s well-being, long term goals, and so on; but it is not meant

to be inextricably tied to such things. And in cases where an agent is willing to go to lengths to

satisfy a certain desire, we have good reason to think that the object of that desire has a kind

of value for them deserving of the label ‘desirable’—albeit a kind of value that can come apart

from their perhaps more reflective conceptions of the good.78 In other words, then, I am happy

to simply assume that it’s part of the theoretical role of desirability that bald-faced masochism

of this sort is impossible. The person who (strongly) prefers to smoke, even while recognizing

how much better off they’d be if they didn’t, is a person for whom smoking is more desirable

than not, their better judgment notwithstanding.

10 Bouletic voluntarism

Desire is determined by ur-desire, which is in turn constrained but not determined by desirability.

But what, if not desirability, settles the facts about ur-desire?

At long last we turn to the matter of the will. My thesis is that we often quite literally choose

what we ur-desire, and thus, by extension, what we desire. Bouletic voluntarism is the natural

consequence of desire’s failure to supervene on the desirable, and provides the grounds of ur-

desire in a non-trivial range of cases.

This goal of this section substantiate and refine these claims. As we’ll see, most of the argu-

mentative work has already occurred; it doesn’t take much effort to repurpose the ideas discussed

in §§6-9 into a direct argument for bouletic voluntarism. But the truth of bouletic voluntarism

leaves open a number of important residual questions. Section §11 will address three of them.

First, if we’re warmed up to thinking our desires are sometimes formed at will, why not think

they always are? Second, supposing that our desires are not always formed at will, then what,

if anything, can be said about the difference between the cases where our desires are formed

at will from the cases where they are not? And third, what are the grounds of non-voluntary

(ur-)desire?

But this section will stick to making the case for bouletic voluntarism. I’ll begin indirectly,

by considering and arguing against some of the natural objections to the thesis.

78 We could, of course, take this to be a rational failing on S’s part. I’ll have more to say about the rational norms on
desirability in §13.

44



10.1 Against the case against bouletic voluntarism

Why think desires cannot be formed at will?

Here is one kind of thought, implicit in much of the existing literature on desire, and a direct

consequence of the “what’s best” and “what’s good enough” theories discussed in §8. Desire aims

at the desirable: our desires are formed in response to the desirability facts. We simply notice (in

a broad sense) that certain things have certain desirability-promoting properties—they appear

good, or conducive to pleasure, or to be the sorts of things we have reason to pursue—and, in

virtue of noticing these things, come to desire what we do. As a result, there is simply no room

for the will to enter the picture when it comes to desire formation. Indeed, if the will could enter

the picture—if we could simply choose whether to have a certain desire—then desire couldn’t

be the kind of thing that aims at the desirable.

However, we know from §§6-7 that this argument is unsound. Our desires are not merely

byproducts of the desirability facts. If they were, both discriminating desires in Buridan cases and

interpersonal variation in levels of asceticism would be impossible. Yet we know that these things

are not just possible, but actual. Of course, this is not to deny that our desires are constrained

by our judgments of desirability. But it is perfectly compatible with bouletic voluntarism that

our patterns of desire formation are, in a law-like way, responsive to the underlying desirability

facts. It’s just that the true law—cogency—leaves room for choice.

Guessing once again provides a useful analogy. There is an influential argument, due to

Bernard Williams (1973, ch. 9), against the possibility of believing at will. In crude outline,

the argument is this. Belief “aims at truth”: it is constitutive of belief that when one believes

something, one takes it to be true. If one could form one’s beliefs at will, then one could decide

to believe p for (say) practical reasons, and not because p seems true. But then one wouldn’t

believe p because p seems true, which, given the constitutive nature of belief, is impossible.

Now, my crude, highly enthymematic presentation of Williams’ argument raises a number of

obvious questions, many of which have been taken up in the subsequent literature but will be

suppressed here.79 There’s also the fact that Williams’ argument targets voluntarism about belief

rather than voluntarism guessing. (Pace Holguín (2022), it is not obvious that these claims are

the same.) But to the extent I understand what it means for belief to “aim at truth”, it seems clear

as anything that guessing aims at truth. In guessing the answer to a question, one is trying to get

things right; to think p is to think p is true. But it does not follow that guessing is involuntary: as

we know, our guesses can break ties and can exhibit various degrees of agnosticism, in a manner

mediated by the activity of the will. Moreover, we can explain the sense in which guessing “aims

at truth” in terms of cogency: one can only guess p if one takes p to be no less likely to be

true than any of the relevant alternatives.80 So the mere fact that some propositional attitude Φ

aims at truth gives us little reason to believe that one cannot voluntarily Φ that p. Guessing is

a straightforward counterexample. We should draw the same lesson the bouletic side of things:

the mere fact that desire aims at the desirable gives us little reason to believe that one cannot

voluntarily desire that p.

Outside of these sorts of theoretical arguments against bouletic voluntarism, one might have

79 See Boespflug & Jackson (2024, §3.2) for a helpful survey.
80 Here the relevant alternatives are the propositions defined on the relevant alternative set Q that include the same

number of answers to Q as p does.
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the following, more down to earth source of hostility toward the thesis. It just doesn’t seem like

any of our desires are formed at will, and a natural explanation of this appearance is that desires

cannot be formed at will (at least not by human beings, anyway). This sort of thought was chan-

neled in the opening paragraphs of this paper and is, I assume, the kind of thing Schopenhauer

had in mind.

Unsurprisingly, I believe the appearances here are misleading. The impression that one’s

desires are never formed at will is likely the byproduct of an impoverished diet of examples, a

diet which can be improved by attending to the kinds of cases discussed in §§6-7. However, even

if the appearances aren’t misleading in the case of some particular individual—even if a certain

person (maybe the reader) truly never forms their desires at will, and perhaps couldn’t even if

they tried—all this would show is that that person does not (and perhaps cannot) form their

desires at will. But it would be at least mildly chauvinistic to assume that one’s own individual

limitations are in fact species-grade. In any event, this section will present a model of bouletic

voluntarism that allows for such interpersonal variation in our capacities for voluntary desire

formation.

No doubt there are other ways of resisting bouletic voluntarism. Perhaps one could try to

argue that bouletic voluntarism is incompatible with the “interpretationist” thesis that our ur-

desires are determined by the facts about our behavioral dispositions, in suitably regimented

senses of both ‘behavior’ and ‘disposition’ (Lewis 1974, Stalnaker 1984, Williams 2019). How

exactly this argument would go is less than fully clear to me. In any event, we’ll return to issues

concerning the connections between desire and action in §14. So for now I’ll set such concerns

aside.

Alternatively, one could try to argue that the evidence for bouletic voluntarism is better

explained by the hypothesis that our ur-desires are determined “at random” (at least folk psy-

chologically speaking): some sub-personal selection process just happens to single out one of

the candidate cogent propositions, which thereby becomes the agent’s ur-desire. However, as

stressed in §4, this kind of argument threatens to prove too much. Just about every paradigm

case of voluntarism—word choice in subvocalization, certain instances of mental imagery and

attention, and, most saliently, guessing—could plausibly be accounted for in such terms. But

that’s no strike against their voluntariness.

Keeping this dialectical filter in mind, I am inclined to regard the “It’s just random” diagnosis

not as a competing hypothesis, necessarily, but instead as a theory of what’s going on when we

want at will. That said, I also don’t want to prove too much here. I do not want to endorse

the inference from “It’s just random” to “It is the result of the activity of the will”. In fact, I

will appeal to randomness in my preferred account of the grounds of non-voluntary ur-desire

(§11). For better or for worse, the question of whether we can form desires at will is not going to

turn on whether, at some level of explanation, the desires in question can be fairly described as

having been determined at random. Instead, it’s simply going to turn on whether in the relevant

cases the process of desire formation sufficiently resembles whatever goes on when subvocalize,

imagine, guess, and so on.

With that, I turn to the actual positive argument in favor of bouletic voluntarism, which is

that the facts about what we desire can—and indeed often do—really seem chosen.
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10.2 The case for bouletic voluntarism

Consider again the main Buridan case of §6. Equidistant from you are two essentially indistin-

guishable boxes labeled ‘Left’ and ‘Right’, each with a $20 bill inside. You’re asked which, if any,

you want/prefer. How might you answer?81

Well, when I imagine myself in such a case, the relevant phenomenology seems to me es-

sentially the same as the phenomenology of being asked how I think a fair coin will land when

tossed. With respect to the coin toss, I see no reason to favor heads over tails, or vice versa.

Instead, I can simply pick one of the two arbitrarily. I guess heads (say) not because I think

heads is more likely than tails; I guess heads because I think heads is no less likely than tails, and

because that’s all the reason I need to make that choice. I could, of course, “opt out” of having

a particular guess, and instead think merely that it will land some way or other. But that too

looks to be a matter of my choosing.82

The same appears to be true of Buridan cases. I see no reason to prefer Left or to prefer Right.

Instead, I simply pick one of the two arbitrarily. I prefer (say) Left not because I think Left is

more desirable than Right; I prefer Left because I think Left is no less desirable than Right, and

because that’s all the reason I need to make that choice. I could, of course, “opt out” of having

a preference, and instead want merely that I get either Left or Right. But that too looks to be a

matter of my choosing.

Put another way: seeing the options as equally desirable, I can simply make up my mind to

prefer Left to Right. If you were to ask, ‘Why do you prefer Left to Right? Is there something

that makes you think that’s the better of the two boxes?’, I could easily reply, ‘No, I prefer Left

to Right because why not?’, or—what amounts to the same—‘No, that’s just how I made up my

mind’. Likewise, if you were to ask, ‘What would it have taken for you to prefer Right instead?’,

my answer needn’t be ‘Right would have had to have to been worth more than Left’, for I can

just as well reply, ‘I would have had to have picked differently’. The nearest counterfactual

possibilities in which I prefer Right to Left need not be possibilities in which Right happens to

be more desirable than Left; they can be counterfactual possibilities in which I simply make up

my mind differently. After all, without the facts about desirability there to guide me, what other

basis could I have for my preference?83

That’s the case for voluntarism about (some) Buridan preferences. It is worth stressing that

I’m not committed to the thesis that Buridan preferences are always formed voluntarily. Perhaps

Buridan preferences can sometimes be discovered rather than created, as it were. I am also open

to the idea that there are some people who are simply incapable of forming Buridan preferences,

and who are thus (pathologically) involuntarily indifferent. But we’ll return to these matters

later in §11. For now the important point is this: desire-formation in cases of equidesirability

looks a lot like guess-formation in cases of equiprobability; since the latter often involves the

activity of the will, we should think the same is true of the former.

81 In case it matters (it shouldn’t), suppose you’ve been asked to keep the answer to yourself. As stressed in §6, everything
can happen in foro interno.

82 Or can be, anyway. If it had to be a matter of my choosing, then we’d soon face a threat of regress. More on this sort
of thing soon.

83 Likewise, I don’t choose to have a preference because I think it’s better to have a preference than not. Again, my
having a preference needn’t be necessary for getting a box; we could imagine the case as one where I’ve already been
assigned one of the two boxes, and what I’m considering is which one, if either, I would prefer it to have been.
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Next consider the example that drives §7’s argument for the possibility of asceticism. You’ve

just been gifted $1,000,000, and may now receive an additional $1, no strings attached. You’re

asked whether you want/prefer the free $1. How might you answer?

Once again the relevant phenomenology seems to be analogous to the phenomenology of

being asked what I think the outcome of a coin biased 50.1% in favor of heads will be. Putting

myself in these circumstances, it’s not like I simply notice what my state of mind is (or at least

not invariably). Neither ‘Well of course I think it will land heads’ nor ‘Well of course I don’t have

a particular view on the matter’ need spring to mind, as it were. Nor is it like I must see some

consideration that favors being agnostic to having an opinion (or vice versa). Instead, in typical

cases, it seems to be up to me to choose whether to be opinionated (guess that the coin will land

heads) or instead agnostic (guessing merely that the coin will land some way or other). I can

simply decide arbitrarily whether to have an opinion or not.

The same appears to be true of the $1 giveaway. It’s not like I simply notice what my state

of mind in the context of the $1 giveaway. Neither ‘Well of course I have a preference for it’

nor ‘Well of course I don’t care; it’s just a dollar’ need spring to mind, as it were. Nor is it like I

must see some consideration that favors having a preference to being indifferent (or vice versa).

Instead, in typical cases, it seems to be up to me to choose whether to be picky (wanting the

free $1 in particular) or instead to be ascetic (wanting merely that I get either $0 or $1). I can

simply decide arbitrarily whether to have a preference or not.

Put another way: seeing the options as sufficiently close to being equidesirable, it’s up to

me to choose whether to be indifferent to the free dollar. If you were to ask, ‘Why don’t you

want the free dollar? Is it not worth something to you?’, ‘I could easily reply, ‘No, it’s not that

it’s not worth anything to me; it’s just that it’s not worth enough to make a difference to what

I want’—or, more succinctly: ‘Sure, but who cares?’. Likewise, if you were to ask, ‘What would

it have taken for you to prefer having the free dollar?’, my answer needn’t be ‘The dollar would

have had to have been worth more to me’, for I can just as well reply, ‘I would have had to have

made up my mind differently’. The nearest counterfactual possibilities in which I prefer having

a free dollar to not needn’t be possibilities in which I regard having a dollar as more desirable

than I actually regard it; they can be counterfactual possibilities in which I simply decide to care

about such small differences.

That’s the case for voluntarism about (some instances of) asceticism. As before, I’m not in-

sisting that one’s levels of asceticism are always determined voluntarily. There may be situations,

just like the $1 giveaway, where one simply “finds” oneself having or lacking the preference for

the dollar, without the will playing a role in determining which it is. Moreover, it also seems to

be a basic psychological fact that once the “gap” in desirability between prospects is sufficiently

large, the will no longer plays any role in determining one’s level of pickiness.84 For example: if

the free $1 is upgraded to a free $1,000,000 (still no strings attached), I am just going to prefer

the free $1,000,000, and there won’t even be the faintest impression that the existence of that

preference is a matter of my choosing. This suggests that the fact that $1 is only somewhat more

desirable than $0 has a non-trivial role to play in my capacity for voluntary asceticism (more on

which in §11).

84 Our official conception of desirability is not well-equipped to handle talk of desirability “gaps”. We’ll come back to
this issue later. For now it’s enough to interpret ‘gap in desirability’ as ‘gap in financial value’.
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But—and for the last time—the claim is not that we always get to decide whether to have

preferences between options that we know to be unequally good; it’s that we can and often do

get to decide as much. Once again the analogy to guessing is instructive. The claim that

We can and sometimes do decide whether to be opinionated or agnostic about

whether a coin that is slightly biased towards heads will land heads when flipped.

is not undermined by the observation that

We usually can’t help but be opinionated about whether a coin that is overwhelmingly

biased towards heads will land heads when flipped.

Having a non-trivial capacity to determine the strength of one’s opinions at will is one thing;

having total control is another.

Summing up: bouletic voluntarism is true because wanting can be voluntaristic both with

respect to tie-breaking and to asceticism. We can and often do decide what to want, as when

we consider options that are known to be equally desirable. And we can and often do decide

whether to want, as when faced between two or more options that are almost but not quite

equally desirable. Pace Schopenhauer, man can want as he wills.

This in turn gives us a partial answer to the question we’ve been grappling with since the end

of §9: what are the grounds of ur-desire? In at least some cases, S’s ur-desires are determined

by the activity of S’s will. But why limit ourselves to a partial answer? Why not think think

that for any S and alternative set Q, the facts about what S ur-desiresQ—and thus wantsQ—are

determined by S’s choice among the cogentS,Q options?

The next section will answer this question. It will explain why the will isn’t (and seemingly

could not be) the grounds of ur-desire in the general case. And it will close by briefly considering

the question of the grounds of non-voluntary ur-desire.

11 The limits of the will

I see at least two reasons to think that our ur-desires are not always formed voluntarily, both

of which have already been hinted at. The first is that we often find ourselves having certain

desires, without there being any impression that we formed them voluntarily. These are cases in

which our desires are (in a manner of speaking) discovered rather than created. The second is

that we often can’t help but have the desires we have, thanks to the underlying desirability facts.

These are cases in which our desires are (in a manner of speaking) the byproducts of sensuous

impulses. I’ll treat these cases in turn.

11.1 Limit one: preformation

Sometimes I notice that I’m thirsty. And often when I notice that I’m thirsty, I notice that I have a

certain desire: namely a desire to quench my thirst. Usually there seems to be nothing remotely

voluntaristic going on with any of this. It is not as if I notice I am thirsty, realize that this makes

the proposition that I drink some water more desirable than the proposition that I don’t, and

then on the basis of this realization decide that I’m going to have a discriminating desire for
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water rather than an undiscriminating desire for whatever may come. Instead, what usually

happens is that I just find myself wanting to drink some water.

Taking these appearances at face value, we have reason to believe that some of our desires

are not arrived at voluntarily: they are discovered rather than created.85 I’ll call such desires

preformed.

It is not difficult to find other examples in which, intuitively, the relevant desires would most

naturally be described as preformed. In fact, I suspect the vast majority of our desires are like

this. As it turns out, there are strong theoretical considerations in favor of this suspicion. Here

I’ll mention three.

First, ‘want’ is highly context-sensitive. Again, this is supposed to be part of what explains

why one can speak truly in answering both ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ to a question like ‘Do you want to pay

your taxes?’, without contradicting oneself or changing one’s mind about the value of anything.

If one’s desires didn’t typically come preformed, then each true interpretation of ‘S wants p’

would in principle have to correspond to a distinct act of will. It would have to be that relative

to the “all things considered” desirability ordering, one chooses to want to pay one’s taxes, while

relative to the “what’s intrinsically appealing” desirability ordering, one chooses to want to fail

to pay one’s taxes. Likewise for each of the other ways of interpreting p and ‘want’ so that ‘S

wants p’ expresses a truth. But it does not seem at all plausible that a plurality of acts of will are

lurking beneath the surface of the plurality of ways in which we talk about desire. So plausibly

at least some (if not the vast majority) of these desire states are not arrived at voluntarily, but

instead come preformed.

Second, higher-order desires raise similar issues. Suppose S faces a choice between two

equidesirable options A and B. Then S could either have a preference{A,B} between A and B

(it doesn’t matter in which direction) or be indifferent{A,B} between A and B. But what about

those options—that is: the options of having a preference{A,B} between A and B and being

indifferent{A,B} between A and B? Those options form an alternative set as well: {P{A,B}, I{A,B}}.86

And S could easily have second-order desires with respect to that alternative set. In particular,

S could either:

Have a preference{P{A,B},I{A,B}} between having a preference{A,B} or being indifferent{A,B}

Be indifferent{P{A,B},I{A,B}} between having a preference{A,B} or being indifferent{A,B}

So it seems S would have to determine their (second-order) desires{P{A,B},I{A,B}} at will too. But

then what about S’s (third-order) desires{P{P{A,B} ,I{A,B}}
,I{P{A,B} ,I{A,B}}

}. . . ? Regress looms. We avoid it by

allowing at least some (if not the vast majority) of S’s higher-order desires to come preformed.

Third and finally: an important theme of §§6-7 concerned the limits of our knowledge about

what other people want in cases where there is no barrier to our knowing the relative desirability

of the options in question (for the people in question). In the case of asceticism, the thought

85 It’s not mandatory to take these appearances at face value. As stressed in §3, the operative notion of ‘voluntary’ is
semi-technical, and is meant to be understood in such a way that something’s having been done subconsciously is
compatible with it having been done voluntarily. Word-choice in subvocalized speech is meant to be a paradigm case
of this. However, I’m taking it as a given that one’s feeling of thirst is not generated voluntarily. And as far as I can
tell, there are plenty of cases where the genesis of one’s desire to quench one’s thirst looks a lot more like the genesis
of one’s feeling of thirst than the genesis of the particular words that occur in some bit of sub-vocalized speech (at
least with respect to questions of will).

86 ‘P{A,B} ’ for ‘preference{A,B} between A and B’, ‘I{A,B} ’ for ‘indifference{A,B} between A and B’.
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was this:87 knowing that someone finds A more desirable than B may well be a foolproof way

of knowing whether they want{A,B} B in particular (it’s enough to know that they don’t). But

knowing that someone finds A more desirable than B is not a foolproof way of knowing whether

they want{A,B} A in particular or are instead indifferent{A,B} between A and B. The answer to

that question depends on how picky they are—a matter which is not settled by considerations

of desirability alone.

But—and here’s the new point—knowing that someone finds A more desirable than B does

seem to be enough to know the disjunctive claim that either they want{A,B} A in particular or are

indifferent{A,B} between A and B. If, however, the facts about what one desires{A,B} could only be

determined by one’s acts of will, then the inference from ‘S finds A more desirable than B’ to ‘S

either wants{A,B} A or wants{A,B} A or B’ would be valid only if the inference from ‘S finds A more

desirable than B’ to ‘S has made up their mind about what they want{A,B}’ were valid. And I see

no reason whatsoever to think this latter inference is even reliably true, let alone valid. So again

we have reason to think that our desires often enough come preformed.

In light of both the intuitive and theoretical considerations, I am inclined to endorse the

following simple hypothesis. For any S and Q, S has a “default” ur-desireQ, whose content is

not determined by the activity of S’s will.88 In some cases—perhaps the vast majority—the fact

that S ur-desiresQ p will not be a voluntary choice of S’s, since (i) p is the default ur-desireQ for

S and (ii) S will not have performed any relevant acts of will with respect to p and Q. But in

other cases—the cases that make (ii) relevant—S will have decided to ur-desireQ p. And this

will either be because p was not S’s default ur-desireQ (i.e., S changed their ur-desireQ at will)

or because S “endorsed” their preformed ur-desire.89 In such cases, we may say that S desiresQ

at will. As a crude analogy: at any given moment there might be something you are thinking

about. When there is, often it will not be of your own choosing; rather, you will simply have

found yourself in the midst of a train of thought (Strawson 2003). But often enough you can, by

an act of will, either change what we’re thinking about (i.e., revise it) or continue to sustain the

thought (i.e., endorse it). The claim is that the voluntary aspect of desire has a similar character.

11.2 Limit two: the coercion of sensuous impulses

Next there is the more complex issue of freedom. I’ll focus on the example briefly mentioned

above: the $1,000,000 (rather than $1) giveaway.

Speaking for myself, I’d be lying if I said ‘I don’t care’ when asked whether I want a free

$1,000,000. Moreover, it is a psychological fact that there’s nothing I can really do to change

this about myself. My desire for the $1,000,000 is not merely preformed; it is immutable. At first

blush, this all seems to have something to do with the fact that I find the prospect of getting a free

$1,000,000 considerably more desirable than the prospect of getting nothing. Mutatis mutandis

87 The same points go through (mutatis mutandis) for tie-breaking.
88 We could weaken this view to require that S stand in some kind of “comprehension” relation to p and/or Q in order

to count as ur-desiringQ anything at all. But I’ll stick with the simpler view for concreteness.
89 I don’t intend for this talk of “endorsement” to be particularly illuminating. It’s just a label for whatever is going on

in cases where an agent makes up their mind to ur-desireQ p even when p is their default ur-desireQ . And we should
expect this sort of thing to happen—and so should want to have a label for it—since: (i) we have strong abductive
reasons to think that agents can have desiresQ whether or not they make up their mind to; (ii) agents can nonetheless
make up their mind to have particular desiresQ; and (iii) there is no reason to expect the desiresQ they ultimately
make up their mind to adopt to differ from the ones they had before doing so.

51



for my desires relative to {$0, $1,000,000, $1,000,001}: perhaps I can choose whether I want

the $1,000,001 in particular or am instead indifferent between it and the $1,000,000 (what’s

the extra dollar if I’m already getting getting a million?). But I cannot help but desire that I

get at least one of the two big payouts, since they’re both just so much more desirable than the

remaining alternative.

Examples like this suggest that certain of our desires—perhaps even the vast majority of

them—are such that we couldn’t have easily failed to have them.90 I submit that such desires

are not formed voluntarily. This is not because being voluntary necessarily entails could easily

do otherwise. As is well known, the relationship between these two properties is a complex

matter.91 The point is just that certain of our desires—say, my desire for $1,000,000 (rather than

$0)—seem no more deserving of the label ‘chosen’ than do the laws of physics, the circumstances

of our births, or the contents of our intrusive thoughts.

Thus, independently of the issue of preformation, there is reason to believe that a significant

portion of our desires are not in any sense determined by our acts of will. Sometimes the facts

about desirability are too overpowering. In light of this, how should we be thinking of the

voluntary aspect of desire?

Start with a label. Say that for any agent S and alternative set Q, there is some non-zero

number of propositions defined on Q that are willable for S relative to Q (‘willableS,Q ’). Here are

the three main assumptions I’ll be making about willability:

1. I will assume that, necessarily, the willableS,Q propositions are a non-empty subset of the

cogentS,Q propositions.

2. I will assume that (i), necessarily, whenever there is more than one willableS,Q proposition,

S could easily form their ur-desireQ at will, by choosing among the willableS,Q propositions;

and (ii), necessarily, whenever there is exactly one willableS,Q proposition, S involuntarily

ur-desiresQ that proposition, and could not have easily done otherwise. That is to say: I

am assuming that the existence of more than one willableS,Q proposition is necessary and

sufficient for S to be in a position to form their ur-desiresQ voluntarily.92

3. I will assume that, necessarily, whether a proposition p is willableS,Q is determined by two

things:

(a) S’s desirability ordering.

(b) Certain contingent features of S’s psychological constitution (more on which in a

moment).

So although I am assuming that it it a matter of metaphysical necessity that S’s ur-desireQ

is willableS,Q, I am not assuming that the relationship between desirability (for S) and

willabilityS,Q is itself metaphysically necessary. The relationship between desirability (for

S) and what’s willableS,Q can vary across worlds (and times), in accordance with the rel-

evant ways in which S’s psychological constitution can vary.

90 (At least holding fixed the relevant aspects of the circumstances in which they were formed, etc.)
91 See, e.g., Ginet (1966), Frankfurt (1969), van Inwagen (1983), Fischer (1994), Pickard (2013), Nichols (2015).
92 Note that if we were to set aside issues related to preformation, we could upgrade from the hypothetical ‘be in a

position to form’ to the categorical ‘form’.
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So, our powers of voluntary desire formation are determined by considerations of willabilityS,Q,

which are in turn determined by some function of the desirability of the options in Q and certain

(as-of-yet unspecified) features of S’s psychological constitution. What might this function look

like?

Well, as I’ve tried to emphasize, there is considerable flexibility in how discriminating our

desires are, even in cases where the relevant desirability facts are comparatively inflexible. Some

people seem to find it easy to pick discriminating desires in Buridan cases; others seem not

to. Likewise, some people seem to find it easy to choose to be ascetic in the face of small

differences; others seem not to. And in the other direction, some people cannot help but be

indifferent to small differences—forced indifference in Buridan cases being a limiting case of

this—while other people seem to have no problem with forming preferences at will in such cases.

So even restricting attention to ordinary human beings, the relationship between desirability and

willability is bound to be somewhat complex, and to vary from person to person.

By way of making progress on this issue, start by noting that there are two ways in which one’s

desires could be forced. It could be that one cannot help but have a desire that discriminates

between some number of the options in question. I’ll call this a “forced preference”. But it could

also be that one cannot help but have a desire that fails to discriminate between some number of

the options in question. I’ll call this a “forced indifference” (for lack of a better term). Someone

who can’t help but want $1,000,000 rather than $0 has a forced preference; someone who can’t

help but be indifferent between two options in a Buridan case has a forced indifference.

A natural hypothesis, which I will be adopting without argument for the remainder of this

section, is that cases of forced preference are due to certain options being sufficiently less desir-

able than certain other options in question, while cases of forced indifference are due to certain

options being sufficiently close to equidesirable with certain other options in question.

Somewhat more precisely: suppose q is the most desirable option in Q (or tied for most

desirable) and that p is some other option in Q. When the gap in desirability between p and

q is sufficiently large, the only willableS,Q propositions will be those that entail ¬p (since p is

so much worse than the best option on the table, q). And when the gap between p and q is

sufficiently small, the only willableS,Q propositions will be those that are entailed by both q

and p (since p is so close to q). Of course, since different people exhibit different powers of

voluntary desire formation—and since there is no reason to expect that one’s actual powers of

voluntary desire formation are part of one’s essence—the facts about which kinds of differences

are “sufficiently large” or “sufficiently small” will be subject-sensitive and contingent. But these

facts, in combination with the facts about desirability, exactly settle the scope of one’s voluntary

powers of desire formations (at a given world and time).

That’s the kind of story I want to explore. But first an immediate difficulty must be addressed.

If we want to be able to say things like ‘The reason S cannot help but want the $1,000,000 is

that $1,000,000 is so much more desirable than $0’, then we better be able to talk meaningfully

about degrees of desirability. But given our austere assumptions about the workings of desirabil-

ity orderings—assumptions that allow for incomparabilities and intransitivities—nothing in the

framework guarantees that we can sensibly talk this way. So if we want to go beyond a purely

boilerplate conception of willability, we’ll need desirability orderings to have enough structure
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to allow for cardinal (rather than merely ordinal) comparisons of desirability. Thus, for the

remainder of this section I will work under the assumption (disavowed in §9.1) that desirabil-

ity orderings have the structure they need to be represented by (expected) utility functions.

Whereas before we were limited to talking of options as being less, more, or equally desirable,

now we’ll be able to talk about just how desirable they are, whether they have positive or neg-

ative (or neutral) desirability, and so on. This extra structure will let us propose and evaluate

a number of substantive hypothesis about the limits of our powers of voluntary desire forma-

tion—hypotheses that would be simply unintelligible relative to the logically austere conception

of desirability we’ve been employing so far.

With that, my hypothesis is that every agent S is associated with two “thresholds of willa-

bility”: (i) ∆S , a threshold of forced preference; and (ii) δS , a threshold of forced indifference.

Though the particular values of these thresholds can change across worlds and times, they al-

ways satisfy the following basic constraints:

• Necessarily, 0≤∆S ≤∞. That is: ∆S is either a non-negative real number or larger than

every real number.

• Necessarily,− 1
∞ ≤ δS ≤∞. That is: δS is either an arbitrarily small negative real number,

or a non-negative real number, or larger than every positive real number.

• Necessarily, ∆S ≥ δS .

Presently these claims should seem a bit opaque (especially the stuff involving “∞”); their

meaning and significance will be easier to grasp once they’ve been put to use.

Start with forced preference. Let ‘maxS,Q ’ be shorthand for ‘the expected utility of the highest

expected utility option(s) in Q for S’.93 Then we can say:

SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE

For any Q and any p ∈Q, if maxS,Q – EUS(p)>∆S , then: for any q, q is willableS,Q only if

q is not entailed by p.

What SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE says, effectively, is that whenever the difference in the expected

utility between the best option and p exceeds ∆S , one cannot help but be such that p is incom-

patible with getting what one ur-desires. To see how this works, let’s assume that∆S = EUS($5).
Then, relative to {$0, $6}, SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY says that S cannot help but want $6. And rel-

ative to {$0, $5, $10} it says that S can’t help but want not to get $0. But since the gap between

$5 and $10 does not exceed ∆S , SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE is silent on whether S is maximally

picky—wanting{$0,$5,$10} $10 in particular—or partially ascetic—merely wanting{$0,$5,$10} either

$5 or $10.

More generally, when ∆S = 0, one cannot help but be maximally picky—always preferring

better options to worse, no matter how small the difference. One’s preferences are pathologically

93 If Q contains infinitely many unboundedly-improving alternatives, then maxS,Q will be undefined. For example:
suppose a coin is going to be flipped in some super-task fashion until it lands tails. For each n ≥ 0, if the coin lands
heads exactly n times before coming up tails, you’ll get to spend 2n days in heaven. How many times do you want
the coin to land heads? Supposing that ‘infinitely many’ is not an admissible answer, I don’t really know what you’re
supposed to say. So for the purposes of this paper I’m just going to ignore such cases and assume that maxS,Q is
always defined.
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necessitated, to borrow a phrase of Kant’s. However, as ∆S increases, so does one’s capacity for

voluntary asceticism (at least as far as SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE is concerned). Supposing it is

possible for there to be agents who never have forced preferences,∆S needs to be able to take on

values that exceed the expected utility of every proposition. In such cases we say that∆S =∞.94

Next there is forced indifference:

SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY

For any Q and any p ∈Q, if maxS,Q – EUS(p)≤ δS , then: for any q, q is willableS,Q only if

q is entailed by p.

What SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY says, effectively, is that whenever the difference in the expected

utility between the best option and p fails to exceed δS , one cannot help but be such that p is a

way of getting what one ur-desires. So supposing δS = EUS($5), SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY says that

S cannot help but be indifferent{$0,$5} between $0 and $5; nor can S help but be indifferent{$5,$10}

between $5 and $10. But as far as SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY is concerned, S could well fail to

be indifferent{$0,$10} between $0 and $10 (by desiring{$0,$10} $10 in particular). What about

relative to {$0, $5, $10}? Here SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY says that S cannot desire{$0,$5,$10} $10

in particular—since $5 is too close to it—but is otherwise silent on whether S has the partially

ascetic desire{$0,$5,$10} for $5 ∨ $10 or the fully ascetic desire{$0,$5,$10} for $0 ∨ $5 ∨ $10. As far

as SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY is concerned, that’s up to S.95

More generally, as δS decreases, one’s capacity for voluntary pickiness increases: when δS =
0, indifference is forced only in Buridan cases; when δS = −

1
∞ , indifference is never forced.96

But in the case where δS =∞ (should there be one), indifference is pathologically necessitated.

SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE and SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY impose necessary (though not sufficient)

conditions on willability. SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE says that a proposition is willable only if the

alternatives it includes are not more than ∆S from the best alternative. SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY

says that a proposition is willable only if it includes every alternative that is within δS of the best

alternative. These principles are consistently combinable only if ∆S ≥ δS—hence why we’re

assuming that as well. Otherwise both principles are compatible with the full range of capac-

ities for voluntary desire formation, whether among actual or merely possible agents. Making

SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE compatible with the possibility of maximal asceticism is just a matter of

finding worlds where, for some agent S, ∆S =∞. And making SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY compat-

94 Note that ‘∞’ is not meant to denote a number. All that matters is that ∆S can take a value such that for any p, it’s
not the case that maxS,Q – EUS(p) > ∆S . Calling this value ‘∞’ just makes it easier to think about what’s going on
intuitively: no difference between options is so large as to force a preference between them. Similar points will apply
to δS and − 1

∞ below.
95 It is for exactly this reason that SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY is concerned with the desirability gap between p and the best

option in Q, rather than between p and any other option in Q. Asceticism can come in degrees, so indifference is non-
transitive (cf. §7). And because indifference is non-transitive, it can’t be that, relative to every Q, any two options
that are within δS of one another are such that every willableS,Q proposition is entailed either by both of them or
by neither of them. Consider, e.g., Q = {$0, $5, $10, $15} when δS = EUS($5). If it were the case that any two
options that are within δS must be such that every willableS,Q proposition is either entailed by both or neither of
them, then the only willableS,Q proposition would be the maximally ascetic $0 ∨ $5 ∨ $10 ∨ $15. By contrast, as far
as SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY is concerned, indifference is forced only with respect to the propositions that are within δS
of maxS,Q .

96 Note that like ‘∞’, ‘− 1
∞ ’ is also not meant to denote a number. All that matters is that δS can take a value such that

for any p, it’s not the case that maxS,Q – EUS(p)≤ δS . Calling this value ‘− 1
∞ ’ makes it easier to think about what’s

going on intuitively: no difference between options—not even zero difference—is too small to force indifference
between them.
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ible with the possibility of maximal pickiness is just a matter of finding worlds where, for some

agent S, δS = −
1
∞ .

The conjunction of SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE and SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY implies that whenever

∆S = δS , S’s desires are completely outside of S’s control. This is because when ∆S = δS , the

propositions that SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE says S is free to be indifferent between are propositions

that SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY says S is forced to be indifferent between, while the propositions

that SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY says S is free to have a preference between are propositions that

SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE says S is forced to have a preference between.97 Thus, in the context of

this framework, Schopenhauer’s dictum can be reformulated as follows:

SCHOPENHAUER’S DICTUM

For ordinary human beings, it is always the case that ∆S = δS .

And the “what’s best” theory of desire—a theory that abides by Schopenauer’s dictum—is equiv-

alent to the thesis that:

WHAT’S BEST

Necessarily, for every S: ∆S = δS = 0.

For if∆S = δS = 0, then S cannot help but desireQ the unique best option in Q (if there is a unique

best option) or the disjunction of all the tied-for-best options (if there isn’t). I have argued, by

contrast, that it’s not even contingently true that for every human being S, ∆S = δS = 0.

Things get more interesting if we assume that the only substantive conditions on willabilityS,Q

are those given by the conjunction of SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE and SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY. So let’s

make that assumption. Let’s assume, that is, that of the various cogentS,Q propositions, the ones

that are willableS,Q are all and only those that are consistent with both SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE

and SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY, given the relevant values of ∆S and δS .98 It then follows that the

only conditions under which your desires are completely out of your control are those in which

∆S = δS . This in turn lets us reformulate bouletic voluntarism as follows:

BOULETIC VOLUNTARISM

For ordinary human beings, it can be and often is the case that ∆S ̸= δS .

For whenever ∆S ̸= δS—whenever there is a gap between the range of forced indifference and

the range of forced preference—there will in principle be room for the exercise of the will.

For example: if ∆S = 0 and δS = −
1
∞ , then although S cannot be an ascetic, it is within S’s

97 In detail: Consider any Q = {p1, . . . , pn}. Suppose p1 is the top-ranked propositions (it makes no difference if multiple
propositions are tied for first). Given SUFFICIENT DIFFERENCE, for any p ∈ Q, if EUS(p1) – EUS(p) >∆S , then S’s ur-
desireQ is forced to be not entailed by p. And given SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY, for any p ∈Q, if EUS(p1) – EUS(p)≤ δS ,
then S’s ur-desireQ is forced to be entailed by p. But supposing∆S = δS , it follows that for any p ∈Q, either EUS(p1)
– EUS(p)>∆S or EUS(p1) – EUS(p)≤ δS . (Recall that, necessarily, ∆S ≥ 0; so if ∆S = δS , then δS ≥ 0.) So for any
p in Q, either S’s ur-desireQ is forced to be entailed by p or S’s ur-desireQ is forced to be not entailed by p. So there
is only one willableS,Q proposition—S’s ur-desireQ as a whole is forced.

98 This hypothesis is entailed by our background assumptions about willability plus the following two further assump-
tions:

∆-DEPENDENCE For any Q and p ∈Q, if every willableS,Q proposition entails ¬p, then: maxS,Q – EUS(p)>∆S .

δ-DEPENDENCE For any Q and p ∈Q, if every willableS,Q proposition is entailed by p, then: maxS,Q – EUS(p)≤ δS .
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powers to voluntarily form Buridan preferences. And if ∆S > 0 and δS = 0, then although S

cannot form Buridan preferences, it is within S’s powers to voluntarily be indifferent to at least

some difference. More generally, we can think of the gap between ∆S and δS as S’s “band of

freedom”: the larger the gap, the greater the scope of S’s voluntary powers. At one extreme,

∆S = δS , the gap is zero, and S’s ur-desires are invariably forced. At the other extreme,∆S =∞
and δS = −

1
∞ , the gap is unbounded, and it is within S’s powers to pick any cogent ur-desire.

As a matter of empirical fact, no human being exercises full voluntary control over their

desires. It is just a fact of life that there are things we cannot help but want. In our present

framework, this is tantamount to the claim that every human being has a finite ∆S . Indeed,

a typical human being’s ∆S seems to be quite small—on the order of the disvalue of a mild

headache, or the value of a few dollars. This why all the examples in §7 concerned putative

cases of indifference to small differences. But if my claims in that section are correct, then it’s

relatively common for∆S to at least be non-zero. And this in turn is why it is usually not so hard

to find propositions that are close enough to being equally desirable that one is free to choose

between preference and indifference. Of course, some people (and perhaps most animals) may

well be incapable of this; for them, ∆S = 0.

In the other direction, it seems less common for human beings to be incapable of forming

discriminating desires in cases of known difference. This is just to say that involuntary asceticism

seems rarer than involuntary pickiness. And this suggests that δS is rarely much greater than 0,

at least in typical cases. But perhaps certain kinds of anhedonia can be characterized in terms

of abnormally high δS values (cf. Stocker 1979 and footnote 43 above). That said, some people

report an inability to form discriminating desires in Buridan cases. Supposing these reports are

accurate, these are people for whom δS ≥ 0. But I suspect that most humans can and often do

tie-break at will, and are thus such that δS = −
1
∞ .

Can we say anything about what determines the value of ∆S and δS , for some particular

agent S? There are a few options here, which I’ll mention only very briefly. We could, as al-

ways, take the facts about ∆S and δS to be folk-psychologically fundamental. Alternatively, we

could try to give a reductive account in modal terms: perhaps the facts about ∆S and δS are

determined by the facts about which ur-desires S could easily have formed (holding fixed their

desirability ordering and so on). Or we could try to give a reductive account in terms of some

other psychologically significant notion, like willpower.

In fact, this last proposal is the one I find most appealing, though developing it in full detail

would take us too far afield. So for now I’ll just note that the relevant notion of ‘willpower’

isn’t meant to be the standard philosophical one—which, very roughly, is about one’s capacity

to resist temptation (Holton 2009, Chs.5-6, Sripada 2010, 2012). It’s not like when presented

with the prospect of a free $1,000,000 I invariably succumb to a second-order desire to have a

first-order preference for it. I’m going to have that first-order preference whether or not there

is any mismatch between my higher-order desires or prior intentions. As such, the relevant

notion of ‘willpower’ seems to me better understood in terms of the kind of “psychic powers”

involved in our capacities for imagination and attention (cf. James 1890). My inability to fail to

desire the $1,000,000 is less like my inability to keep my promises, and more like my inability to

bring certain (sufficiently detailed) images to mind, or my inability to stop thinking about pink
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elephants once I’ve started. In this sense of ‘will’, I lack the force of will to resist the coercion of

(sufficiently) sensuous impulses. But my meager force of will is just a contingent feature of my

psychological constitution. It is not metaphysically impossible that I acquire the capacity to be

voluntarily indifferent to the prospect of a free $1,000,000.

That covers most of what I want to say about coercion of sensuous impulses. But before

moving on to this section’s final topic, I want to briefly amplify one point.

What I have presented in this subsection is intended to be taken as a model of the manner in

which the facts about desirability interact with the voluntary aspect of desire (over and above

considerations of cogency). I do not present it under the pretense that it might be a final theory

of the phenomenon. Indeed, my particular model—stated in terms of ∆S and δS—has a num-

ber of obvious limitations. It requires the ambitious psychological assumption that an agent’s

desirability ordering can be represented by an expected utility function. It also assumes that the

coercive force of sensuous impulses is always a matter of the distance in the desirability of the

options in question. But it is plausible that considerations of absolute desirability and/or ratios

of desirability could sometimes be relevant too. Perhaps some agents can’t help but be maxi-

mally picky when considering options that have “negative” desirability, even if they can exercise

voluntary indifference with respect to options that have “positive” desirability. Or perhaps some

agents’ eyes start to glaze over when considering options whose expected utility exceeds some

sufficiently large threshold, at which point the ratios matter more than the gaps. The model

also assumes that the values of ∆S and δS are subject-matter independent. But this too might

be unrealistic. Being able to freely choose one’s preferences in a standard Buridan case is one

thing; being able to freely choose one’s preferences in a scenario like that of Sophie’s choice is

quite another.

Accounting for these subtleties is a task for another occasion. For now I will press on with it

as we turn to this section’s final topic, which concerns the grounds of non-voluntary desire.

11.3 The grounds of non-voluntary desire

As we saw above, if∆S = δS (and the facts about willability are exhausted by SUFFICIENT DIFFER-

ENCE and SUFFICIENT PROXIMITY), then all of S’s desires are formed involuntarily, in accordance

with the facts about S’s desirability ordering and the values of ∆S and δS . For such agents, the

question of what determines their non-voluntary desires reduces to the question of what deter-

mines the values of ∆S and δS . And I will suppose that we’re happy to end our search for an

explanation there.

But what if S, like many of us, has a non-zero band of freedom—i.e., ∆S − δS > 0? Then

there will be some alternative set Q = {p, q}, where q >S p, such that: it can be a matter of S’s

choosing whether S’s ur-desireQ includes only q or instead includes both p and q. For example,

if ∆S = $5 and δS = $0, and Q = {$1, $5}, then S’s ur-desire{$1,$5} could easily be $5 or could

easily be $1∨ $5. Which of the two it ends up being will, in at least some cases, be determined

by S’s acts of will.

However, the issue of preformation gives us good reason to think that prior to S performing

any relevant acts of will, there is a fact of the matter as to which of $5 or $1∨ $5 is the content

of S’s ur-desire{$1,$5}. The question is what determines which it is. Obviously the facts about S’s
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desirability ordering and the values of ∆S and δS won’t do it, since the gap between $1 and $5

falls within S’s band of freedom (i.e., δS < [EUS($5)− EUS($1)]≤∆S). So then what does?

Here is the model I favor. Suppose that in addition to∆S and δS , each agent is also associated

with a “critical point” ♥S , whose value is contingent but guaranteed to abide by the following

two constraints:

• Necessarily, ∆S ≥♥S ≥ δS .

• Necessarily, ♥S ≥ 0.

We can then use ♥S to determine S’s non-voluntary ur-desires as follows:

NON-VOLUNTARY UR-DESIRE

S non-voluntarily ur-desiresQ p iff:

(i) p is defined on Q.

(ii) For each q ∈Q such that maxS,Q − EUS(q)≤♥S: q entails p.

(iii) There is no p∗ defined on Q such that S has chosen to ur-desire p∗.

In words: if S hasn’t chosen their ur-desireQ at will, then S non-voluntarily ur-desiresQ the

disjunction of all the propositions in Q that are within ♥S of the best option in Q.99

A few comments on this analysis are in order.

First, one nice feature of this sort of analysis is that it predicts that one’s patterns of non-

voluntary (ur-)desire formation are reasonably regular. If, say, ♥S = EUS($1), then we know

that S will default to indifference between options that are within a dollar’s worth of desirability

of the best option on the table, and will default to dispreference for options that are more than a

dollar’s worth of desirability away from the best option on the table. The sub-personal processes

responsible for generating S’s non-voluntary desires needn’t decide each question afresh, as it

were.

Second, this analysis, as stated, predicts that it is impossible to tie-break non-voluntarily.

That is to say: if NON-VOLUNTARY UR-DESIRE is correct, then the only way for S to have a dis-

criminating desire in a Buridan case is for S to have chosen to have such a desire. This is due to

the stipulation that♥S is always non-negative. We could abandon this stipulation if we wanted,

allowing ♥S to take on the kind of negative infinitesimal values δS can sometimes have. If we

were to do that, however, we’d have to complicate clause (ii) of the analysis. We’d essentially

have to make it disjunctive, treating separately two cases: (a) the case in which ♥S ≥ 0, which

can be left as is. And (b) the case where♥S < 0, for which we’d have to allow S’s non-voluntary

ur-desireQ to either be one of the tied-for-best options in Q, or some disjunction of the tied-for-

best options—with the matter of which of those it is presumably being determined at random.

In addition to being aesthetically unpleasing, this modified analysis would lose some of the “reg-

ularity” the original version provides. Consequently, I’m inclined to stick with NON-VOLUNTARY

UR-DESIRE as it is, and to treat its “no non-voluntary tie-breaking” consequence as a substantive

prediction worth taking seriously.

99 Apropos footnote 70 above, we might want to add a clause requiring S to have some bouletic attitude or other with
respect to Q, to account for the possibility of cases in which the options in Q are beyond S’s grasp, or what have you.
But I’ll continue to suppress such complications.
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Third and finally, there is a question of the grounds of ♥S . After all: unless we have a sense

for what could determine its value, it’s not clear to what extent we’ve cleared anything up with

respect to the matter of the grounds of non-voluntary ur-desire; it feels more like we’ve just

slapped a label onto the phenomenon. Now, if S’s band of freedom is empty, the value of ♥S is

settled by the value(s) of∆S and δS . And so in that case at least we’re not saddled with any extra

explanatory baggage. But of course not every agent is so thoroughly hostage to the coercion of

sensuous impulses. If S is can want at will, then∆S and δS constrain but do not determine what

S non-voluntarily desires, leaving a range of possible values for ♥S .

So what determines the value of♥S in the general case? Here I’ll briefly mention two options.

One option is to embrace the brute fact view. There is nothing folk-psychologically speaking that

settles the value of ♥S; it is just a random point somewhere between ∆S and δS . Understood

as such, the ♥S model does indeed constitute a kind of explaining by labeling. Maybe that’s all

there is to say. But the model at least has the virtue of reducing a broad class of unexplained

facts—e.g., S’s non-voluntary ur-desireQ1
, S’s non-voluntary ur-desireQ2

, . . . —to facts about S’s

desirability ordering and the value of ♥S .

Another (at least superficially distinct) option is to go for some kind of modal analysis. On

one version—a kind of counterfactual analysis—the facts about ♥S are determined by the facts

about what the value(s) of ∆S and δS would have been, had S’s band of freedom been empty

(holding fixed S’s desirability ordering and so on). On another version of the modal analysis, the

facts about ♥S are determined by S’s dispositions to form non-voluntary desires. Why is it the

case that ♥S = EUS($1)? Well, because S is disposed to be indifferent to $1 differences and to

have preferences for greater-than-$1 differences in situations where their desires are not chosen

(and their desirability ordering is held fixed, and so on). No doubt there are many other kinds of

modal analyses available.100 That said, my sense is that any plausible version of a modal analysis

will require such a fine-tuned interpretation of the relevant modal operators so as to make the

proposal a version of the brute fact view in all but name. However, getting to the bottom of such

matters is a task for another occasion.

Taking stock

Here is a way of seeing how the pieces developed over the past few subsections fit together.

Suppose we’ve got some set of options Q. Which of the propositions defined on Q could, meta-

physically speaking, be the object of S’s ur-desireQ? Well, in principle any of them: we just

need to find a world in which S’s desirability ordering and thresholds of preference (∆S) and

indifference (δS) have the right values. But if we restrict the domain of the ‘could’ to worlds in

which S’s desirability ordering is as it actually is, our answer becomes more constrained: now

the only propositions (defined on Q) that could be the object of S’s ur-desireQ are the cogentS,Q

ones. But in principle it could still be any cogentS,Q proposition, since again we can always find

worlds in which ∆S and δS have the right values (a trivial case: ∆S =∞ and δS =
1
∞). So

100 Indeed, one could eschew the whole apparatus of ur-desire in terms of ♥S and instead try to ground the facts about
non-voluntary ur-desire in terms of behavioral dispositions (something like: one’s ur-desiresQ are determined by
the actions one is disposed to take when faced with a choice between the options in Q). We’ll be returning to
the connections between desire and action in some detail in §14. Here I’ll just assert without explanation that the
prospects of such a reduction strike me as unpromising.
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let’s restrict the domain of the ‘could’ by that too: that is, let’s only look at worlds that agree

with actuality on the value of ∆S and δS . Now the only propositions that could be the object

of S’s ur-desireQ are the willableS,Q ones. If there’s only one willableS,Q proposition, then we’ve

ended our search: that’s the only proposition defined on Q that could be the object of S’s ur-

desireQ. However, if there’s more than one willableS,Q proposition—which let’s suppose there in

fact is—then any of the willableS,Q propositions could be the object of S ur-desireQ. We just need

to find worlds where S performs the relevant acts of will. But what if we restrict our attention

to worlds where S hasn’t performed any relevant acts of will. Now which propositions could be

the objects of S’s ur-desireQ? The answer remains: any of the willableS,Q propositions. For now

we just need to find worlds where ♥S has the right value. (And we know that if there is more

than one willableS,Q proposition, then ∆S > δS , and so ♥S has room to vary even across worlds

that hold ∆S and δS fixed.) So what if we hold ♥S fixed too? Only then, finally, will we have

landed upon a unique proposition. This is guaranteed to be S’s actual ur-desireQ—at least until

S chooses to change it.

This leaves us with the following general picture of the voluntary aspect of desire. Our desires

are a function of our ur-desires, which are themselves constrained but not determined by consid-

erations of desirability. Desirability constrains ur-desire via cogency. But it does not determine

ur-desire, since for any possible alternative set there will invariably be more than one cogent

proposition, and thus more than one candidate ur-desire. So what determines our ur-desires?

Sometimes it is our acts of will: we make up our minds to ur-desire what we do. But sometimes

the will is silent. Sometimes we ur-desire what we do simply because that ur-desire came pre-

formed, and we failed to overrule it or endorse it; other times we ur-desire what we do because

we are pathologically necessitated—the values of∆S and δS are too close together to afford any

latitude in our ur-desires. But the extent of the pathology is a contingent matter. Though no

actually existing human being is capable of exerting total control over their desires, this doesn’t

entail that we couldn’t have had such a capacity, or—perhaps more conservatively—that there

couldn’t have been agents who have it, whether human or not.

The final three sections of the paper will cover some loose ends, as well as some of the

theoretical implications of the theses I’ve defended so far. §12 will speak to the question of the

grounds of desirability. §13 will take up the topic of rational desire. §14, the final section of

the paper, will focus on the role of desire in action, both descriptively and normatively. I cannot

hope to attend to any of these topics in the detail it deserves. The aim of these closing sections of

the paper is more to get a bird’s-eye view of how bouletic voluntarism and the cogency-theoretic

account of desire interact with some longstanding questions about the nature and norms of

desire.

12 Desirability redux

Up until now we’ve been treating desirability as a theoretical primitive. It’s the kind of value

relevant to desire, whatever that kind of value may be. Is there any hope of a reductive analysis

of the notion?

Suppose for the moment that WHAT’S BEST is correct: S desiresQ p if and only if: (i) p is the
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most desirable option in Q or (ii) p is the disjunction of the most desirable options in Q. Then

we could try to analyze the desirability facts in terms of the desire facts, perhaps as follows:

• p >S q iff: S wants{p,q} p. (That is: S prefers{p,q} p to q.)

• p =S q iff: S merely wants{p,q} p ∨ q.101 (That is: S is indifferent{p,q} between p and q.)

In fact, supposing S’s (binary) preferences satisfy certain structural constraints (including com-

pleteness and transitivity—see Steele & Stefánsson 2025, §§2-3 for an overview), then the desir-

ability ordering with which we associate S could be upgraded to an (expected) utility function.

But let’s not worry about going that far. The important point is that if WHAT’S BEST were right,

then knowing an agent’s binary preferences would, in principle, be enough to know the agent’s

desirability ordering. And this makes the prospect of an analysis of desirability in terms of desire

a live option.

But WHAT’S BEST is false. How does the situation change with COGENT DESIRE in view?

Well, nothing stops us from defining ‘>S ’ and ‘=S ’ in this way and pronouncing the corre-

sponding relations as ‘being more desirable than’ and ‘being exactly as desirable as’. But for the

reasons given in §6 and §7, I think it’s fair to say that the resulting relations are not fit to do the

sort of theoretical work desirability orderings are meant to do. Desirability (so understood) will

not supervene on any more familiar kinds of value. Someone who has a Buridan preference for

Left over Right will automatically have a desirability ordering on which Left is more desirable

than Right, despite the fact that Left and Right are qualitative duplicates in all the respects that

could possibly matter. And someone who ascetically fails to prefer the free $1 will automati-

cally have a desirability ordering on which a free $1 is no more desirable than the status quo,

despite the fact that having a free $1 is better than not having it in all the respects that could

possibly matter. And thanks to the possibility of maximally fickle Buridan preferences and mod-

erate asceticism—patterns of desire formation that appear rational—the resulting desirability

orderings will have no hope of being represented by (expected) utility functions.102 As I see it,

then, any ordering on propositions worthy of the title ‘desirability ordering’ is one on which, for

a relatively typical person S, Left and Right are equally desirable and having a free $1 is more

desirable than not having it.

With this fixed point in mind, we can immediately see that the kind of reduction that works

conditional on WHAT’S BEST won’t work conditional on COGENT DESIRE. Given COGENT DESIRE,

you can prefer{p,q} p to q even when p =S q; and you can fail to prefer p to q even when p >S q.

Thus, in the general case, knowing that S prefers{p,q} p to q is only enough to tell you that q ̸>S p;

and knowing that S is indifferent{p,q} between p and q tells you nothing at all about the relative

desirability of p and q to S. Again, this is no surprise: the raison d’être of COGENT DESIRE is to

allow desire to fail to supervene on the desirable.

101 We may need to complicate this condition slightly. An agent who doesn’t understand (or hasn’t considered) what’s
at issue between p and q might automatically count as neither preferring{p,q} p to q nor preferring{p,q} q to p, but it
needn’t obviously follow from this that p =S q. There’s also the question of whether this reduction papers over the
possibility of incomparability (§3.2): one might fail to have a preference{p,q} between p and q because one regards
p and q as incomparably good, rather than equally good. Similar points apply below. I will, however, such matters
aside.

102 Buridan preferences would correspond to violations of the “continuity” requirement, moderate asceticism to viola-
tions of the transitivity of indifference.
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However, there is a different kind of supervenience thesis in the vicinity: namely, the super-

venience of the desires one in a certain sense could have on the desirable.103 This is because

if p >S q, then there are exactly two states of desire{p,q} consistent with the requirements of

cogency: S could desire{p,q} p in particular or S could merely desire{p,q} p ∨ q. And if p =S q,

then there are exactly three states of desire{p,q} consistent with the requirements of cogency: S

could desire{p,q} p in particular or S could desire{p,q} q in particular or S could merely desire{p,q}

p ∨ q. Similar points apply to more complicated alternative sets. If p >S q >S r, then there are

three cogency-consistent desire{p,q,r} states; if exactly one of the ‘>S ’s is replaced with a ‘=S ’ it

becomes four; if both are replaced it becomes seven. With these points in mind, we could try

for a modal analysis along the lines of:

• p >S q iff: S could want{p,q} p or could want{p,q} p ∨ q, but could not want{p,q} q.

• p =S q iff: S could want{p,q} p or could want{p,q} q or could merely want{p,q} p ∨ q.

But there is an immediate issue with this analysis: without restrictions on the interpretation

of ‘could’, we’ll get obvious failures in the right-to-left direction. For example: suppose in fact I

am indifferent to the prospect of going Left and the prospect of going Right. Here’s one way in

which it could be that I want to go Left in particular: it could be that I make up my mind that

way. Here’s another: it could be that the scenario changes, and I learn that the $20 in Right

has been replaced with pocket lint, while the $20 in Left is upgraded to $1,000,000. These are

both possibilities in which, unlike in actuality, I want to go Left. But intuitively the latter kind

of possibility shouldn’t suffice to establish that, here in actuality, Left is at least as desirable as

Right. This is a reflection of the banal observation that the desirability of a prospect can be a

highly contingent matter.

We could get around this sort problem if we restricted the domain of the ‘could’ to worlds

in which S’s desirability ordering is held fixed. But then the analysis is trivial. Is there any

reasonable way of replicating this restriction without building the facts about desirability directly

into the picture?

I’d be surprised. Notice, for example, that it won’t be enough to restrict attention to “nearby”

possibilities: (i) the desirability facts are the kinds of facts that could easily be different, on any

reasonable conception of what they are; and (ii) supposing the limitations on our powers of

voluntary desire formation are moderately counterfactually robust, we’d start getting too many

failures in the left-to-right direction.

I see little reason to think that other proposals in this spirit will fare much better. So although

I think there are true interpretations of claims like:

103 Cf. Gert (2004, pp.493-494) on the relationship between judgments about rationally permissible choices and “valu-
ations”:

The central piece of conceptual apparatus. . . is the distinction between the choices that a person is
disposed to make, and the choices that a person is disposed to regard as rationally permissible. The
former may plausibly be taken to reveal a person’s preferences, but a person’s valuations are more
plausibly taken to be revealed by the latter. . . . For on this picture of human choice and valuation, our
valuations of two items are not given by our dispositions to choose, but by our dispositions either to
understand or to be puzzled by certain choices: to regard themas rational or irrational, mistaken or
not mistaken.
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S’s desirability ordering with respect to the propositions in Q at time t is a function

of the desiresQ S could have had at time t.

I don’t see much hope in leveraging them into a reductive analysis of desirability. This is not

to say such claims are completely uninformative—here again it is instructive to consider the

analogy to the notion of similarity in the theory of counterfactuals or safety in the theory of

knowledge. The point is just that their explanatory value is in giving a sense of the contours of

the notion, rather than a reductive analysis of it.

There’s also an old worry lurking in the background for any desire-based analysis of desir-

ability, which is that it faces a Euthyphro problem.104 Intuitively, we desire something because

we find it desirable, not the other way around. Now, in the context of COGENT DESIRE, this

slogan needs to be complicated a bit: desire is not an automatic response to the desirable. But

desirability still constrains desire enough to press the basic point: e.g., I am free to choose my

preferences in Buridan cases because the options are equidesirable, not the other way around.

How then could the facts about desire (whether here or in nearby worlds) settle the facts about

desirability?

In light of these concerns, I don’t think we can reasonably expect to construct the desirability

facts out of the desire facts. Might some other kind of analysis fare better? Perhaps instead

of trying to reduce the desiraiblity facts to the desire facts, we cut out the middleman and

reduce the desirability facts to the kinds of facts some philosophers have taken the facts about

desire to be reducible to—dispositions to feel pleasure, beliefs about and/or appearances of the

good, reasons for acting, and so on.105 I don’t have much to say about this approach, except

to emphasize that the problems these sorts of accounts face qua theories of the grounds of

desire—putative counterexamples, threats of circularity, etc.—do not seem to improve in any

meaningful way qua theories of the nature of desirability. This is not to say that facts about

pleasure, beliefs about the good, reasons for acting, etc., are irrelevant to matters of desirability.

Quite to the contrary, I believe the desirability facts depend quite sensitively on the distribution

of these sorts of things. But it seems to me no accident that work on desire in the tradition of

philosophical semantics so often leaves the notion of desirability as an unanalyzed primitive (see

the citations in §8).

I am thus inclined to endorse a kind of non-constructive realism about desirability—i.e.,

to take the desirability facts to be fundamentally sui generis. I imagine there are a number of

philosophers who would be uncomfortable adopting this position.106 Unfortunately, I lack the

space to engage with the standard sources of skepticism. But I will conclude this discussion by

briefly mentioning one respect in which, conditional on bouletic voluntarism, we face greater

pressure to countenance a theoretically robust notion of desirability than we might otherwise.

As we know from (§11), we exhibit some voluntary control over our desires, but not total

104 Mutatis mutanids for those who try to reduce the facts about desirability to the facts about dispositions to act or
choose. I’ll have more to say about the connections between desire, desirability, and action in §14. For discussion
of closely related issues, see, e.g., Smith et al. (1989), Kraut (1994), Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen (2004), and
Schroeder (2004, Ch. 1).

105 Again see Schroeder (2020, §1) for an overview of some of the options here.
106 For a small sampling of the issues involved here—though with the caveat that most of these authors are concerned

with the question of realism about utility-grade desirability orderings—see, e.g.: Allais (1979), Dreier (1996),
Broome (1991, 1999), Eriksson & Hájek (2007), Meacham & Weisberg (2011), Buchak (2013), Okasha (2016),
Bradley (2017).
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voluntary control. The patterns here cry out for explanation. Why is it up to me whether I want

a free $1, but not up to me whether I want a free $1,000,000? Where exactly is the point where

my power to will gives out? Under what conditions would that point lie elsewhere? Without

recourse to something akin to desirability, it’s not at all clear how we’re supposed to progress with

questions like this. Indeed, my preferred model of the phenomenon (§11.2) not only requires the

existence of desirability facts, but desirability facts with enough structure to allow for meaningful

comparisons of degrees of desirability. Until we find a better story, I believe we should be prepared

to treat desirability orderings, perhaps quite richly structured, as fundamental posits of folk

psychology.

13 Rational desire

So far we have concerned ourselves exclusively with questions about the metaphyiscs of desire.

But how should we thinking about rational desire, in light of COGENT DESIRE and bouletic vol-

untarism? This too is an enormous topic. My aim here is to convey some of the natural choice

points.

David Hume once said ‘Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world

to the scratching of my finger’ (1738, 2.3.3.6). I’m going to operationalize ‘rational desire’ in

these terms: for S’s desireQ that p to be rational is for it not to be contrary to reason—whatever

that means—for S to desireQ that p. And I’m going to assume without argument that Hume

is right in taking the principles of rational desire to be extremely permissive: there is nothing

irrational about preferring{destruction,scratch} the destruction of the world to the scratching of one’s

finger.

On the Humean view I am taking for granted, the rational constraints on desire are structural

rather than substantive. We can indict someone for having certain patterns of desire. But we

can’t indict have someone for having any particular desire—at least not in isolation. However,

in the context of an alternative-sensitive theory of desire—especially one that allows for failures

of the supervenience of desire on the desirable—it’s a somewhat delicate matter saying which

patterns of “desire” are or are not contrary reason. But the guiding idea will be this: so long as

one’s desirability ordering is rational, any desireQ one could have (given COGENT DESIRE) could

in principle be rational. Rational desirability and cogency is necessary and sufficient for intra-

Q bouletic rationality. However, it is plausible that there are further requirements on inter-Q

bouletic rationality.

So let’s start with the question of rational desirability. What does it take for S’s desirability

ordering ≥S to not be contrary to reason? Well, at a minimum it seems like it should have a

certain degree of coherence. For example, we might require it to obey generalizations like:

• If p ≥S q and, necessarily, [p iff p∗ and q iff q∗], then p∗ ≥S q∗.

• If, necessarily, ¬(p ∧ q), and p ≥S q, then p ≥S (p ∨ q)≥S q.

• If p >S q, and if G1 is a gamble that gets you p with probability x and q with probability

(1− x), while G2 is a gamble that gets you p with probability (x−ε) and q with probability

(1− (x − ε)), then G1 >S G2.
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Indeed, we could cover quite a lot of ground at once by requiring >=S to be a total pre-order

(complete and transitive). We could cover even more ground if required≥S to have the structure

needed to representable by an (expected) utility function.107

Whether these further requirements are plausible depends on difficult issues concerning

money-pumps (really: desirability-pumps) and the nature of the values to which desirability

is responsive.108 Is there something contrary to reason about being the kind of person who

generally finds it more desirable to have more money than less; finds it desirable to spend $1

to swap A for B and desirable to spend $1 to swap B for C; but yet also finds it desirable to

spend $1 to swap C for A? To be such a person is to be someone who could regard each of a

series of prospects desirable while also regarding the series as a whole as undesirable (in this

case: cycling from A back to itself and ending up $3 poorer in the process). At first blush this

certainly looks contrary to reason! On the other hand, though, it’s a bit hard to know what to

make of such judgments without a clearer sense on the relationship between desirability and

action (more on which soon).

In any event, for the sake of concreteness, I’m going to assume that it’s a rational require-

ment on desirability orderings that they have utility-grade structure. What then are the rational

requirements on desire itself, for agents who have rational desirability orderings?109

Here it will be useful to distinguish intra-alternative set rational requirements from inter-

alternative set rational requirements. We’ll start with the former. In both cases we’ll be strictly

speaking concerned with the rational requirements on ur-desire, but for simplicity’s sake I’ll just

pronounce it ‘desire’.

So, looking at the options in Q in isolation, what is S rationally permitted to desireQ? The

answer I prefer is: any cogentS,Q proposition. The argument for this view is simple: as argued

in §§6-7 desire reports that express tie-breaking and/or asceticism are perfectly felicitous. This

suggests not just that it’s possible for one’s desires to break desirability ties or to fail to distinguish

between options that are unequally desirable, but that it is not contrary to reason for one’s desires

to be this way. As I see it, there’s no clear sense in which one is making a mistake in having a

preference between Left and Right, or in failing to have a preference for a free $1. This is in

much the same way that there is no clear sense in which one is making a mistake in guessing

that a fair coin will land heads, or in failing to strongly prefer the free $1, or in failing to wish

that one had taken it. That’s just not how those attitudes work. And although it might be a

mistake not to choose to have the free $1, this alone alone does very little to show that it would

be a mistake to fail to prefer the free $1. Indeed, if it is a mistake not to take the free $1 even

107 For assumptions about what exactly needs to be assumed about the properties of ≥S , see Jeffrey (1965), Joyce
(1999), Bacon (2022), Nebel (2024), Steele & Stefánsson (2025).

108 See Gustafsson (2022) and the citations therein for a helpful overview of the issues here.
109 Assuming it’s a rational requirement on desirability orderings that they be representable by (expected) utility func-

tions, there’s a real risk that no actual person’s overall desirability ordering is rational. This might seem to make the
main-text’s guiding question a bit remote: shouldn’t we be concerned with the question of which states of rational
desire are permissible for actual human beings? But one nice feature of the alternative-sensitive framework is that we
can make local assessments of rational desirability. We can ask, for instance, whether S’s desirability ordering obeys
the stated requirements with respect to the propositions in some particular alternative set Q, or the propositions that
constitute the union of some collection of alternative sets Q1-Qn (cf. Hoek 2025). This is a much lower bar to clear,
and I don’t see much downside to the view that an agent whose desirability ordering is irrational with respect to
the propositions in Q has irrational desiresQ (or that one whose desirability ordering is irrational with respect to the
propositions that are in the union of Q1-Qn has an overall state of desiresQ1, desiresQ2, . . . , and desiresQn that is
irrational).
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when fails to have a preference for it, then all that shows is that (rational) action is not settled

by matters of (rational) preference. (Much in the same way that (rational) action is not settled

by matters of (rational) strong preference, wishing, loving, and so on.) But we’ll come back to

such matters in the next section.

That covers my preferred view of the rational norms on intra-Q desire: since S’s desireQ is

guaranteed to be cogentS,Q, S’s desireQ is guaranteed to be rational—at least when considered

in isolation—so long as S’s desirability ordering is rational.110

Why the caveat about “being considered in isolation”? Because certain patterns of desire

across different alternative sets look contrary to reason, even when each of those desires taken

on its own does not. For example: suppose you’re the kind of person who (rationally) prefers a

free $1,000,000 to $0. Then it seems like there would be something contrary to reason in you

failing to prefer a free $1,000,001 to $0. Likewise for indifference. If you’re the kind of person

who is (rationally) indifferent between the prospect of a free $1 and the prospect of $0, then it

seems like there would be something contrary to reason in you have a preference for the prospect

of free 75 cents over the prospect of a free 25 cents. But nothing we have said so far delivers

these verdicts. The mere fact that (rationally) x+ >S x >S y >S y− does nothing to imply that

if you prefer{x ,y} x to y , then you prefer{x+,y} x+ to y . This is because the cogencyS,{x ,y} of

preferring{x ,y} x to y is compatible with the cogencyS,{x+,y} of being indifferent{x+,y} between

x+ and y . (Mutatis mutandis in the indifference case.)

To rule out such cases, we need inter-Q constraints on rational desire formation. With respect

to the first kind of case, we need a principle like:

INCREASED MARGINS

For any x+ >S x; any Q1,Q2 such that x ∈Q1, x+ ∈Q2, and Q1∩Q2 =Q1\{x}=Q2\{x+};
and any p1 such that x entails p1 and p2 such that x+ entails p2:

S is rationally required to: ur-desireQ2
p2 if S ur-desiresQ1

p1.

What INCREASED MARGINS says, effectively, is this. If you are rational, then if relative to some

alternative set Q1 you want a distinguished option (x), then: relative to Q2—the alternative set

you get by replacing the distinguished option with an even more distinguished option (x+)—you

also want the more distinguished option (x+).

And with respect to the second kind of case, we need a principle like::

DECREASED MARGINS

For any x+ ≥S x ≥S y ≥S y−; any Q1,Q2 such that x+, y− ∈ Q1, x , y ∈ Q2 and Q1 ∩Q2 =
Q1 \ {x+, y−}=Q2 \ {x , y}; and any p1 such that both or neither x+ and y− entail p1 and

p2 such that both or neither x and y entail p2:

S is rationally required to: ur-desireQ2
p2 if S ur-desiresQ1

p1.

110 Those who are less sympathetic to the Humean perspective will likely want to deny this. For example: when in
a Kantian mood, one might think that it is always contrary to reason to fail to want to what is morally right. We
could try to capture some amount of this idea by building it into the desirability ordering—say by insisting that if
p is morally right but q is not, then p >S q. But that won’t be enough to capture the full force of the idea, since
on the view I’ve defended one is still rationally permitted to be indifferent{p,q} between p and q. In a similar vein,
one might think that it is contrary to reason to be anything other than indifferent between options associated with
moral dilemmas, like in Sophie’s choice (Rabinowicz 2008, p. 28). Here too there is no obvious way of constraining
the space of rational desirability orderings to force indifference: by the lights of COGENT DESIRE, one is free to form
preferences between options that are equally good or incomparably good.
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What DECREASED MARGINS says, effectively, is this. If you are rational, then if relative to some al-

ternative set Q1 you are indifferent between (let’s call them) a good option (x+) and a bad option

(y−)—in the sense that either both or neither of them is compatible with what you want—then:

relative to Q2—the alternative set you get by replacing the good option with a no worse option

(x) and replacing the bad option with a no better option (y)—relative to that new alternative

set, you are indifferent between the no worse option (x) and the no better option (y).

Suppose we accept INCREASED MARGINS and DECREASED MARGINS as principles of rational

inter-Q desire formation. Is there some more general theory of the rational constraints on inter-

Q desire from which they can be derived? Perhaps. But as of yet I have very little sense for what

it might look like. The fundamental issue is that the rational requirements on inter-Q desire

formation look like they have to be quite weak.

Consider for example:

TRANSITIVE INDIFFERENCE

For any p, q, r and any Q1 such that p, q ∈Q1 and Q2 such that q, r ∈Q2:

S is rationally required to be such that: if S’s ur-desireQ1
is entailed by either both or

neither p and q and S’s ur-desireQ2
is entailed by either both or neither q and r, then for

any Q3 such that p, r ∈Q3: S’s ur-desireQ3
is entailed by either both or neither p and r.

We know from §7 that this principle is false. It is rationally permissible to be a moderate ascetic

(indifferent to small differences) without being a total ascetic (indifferent to any difference).

There is nothing contrary to reason in, for any n, being indifferent{$n,$n+1} between $n and

$n+1, while not being indifferent{$n,$n+1,000} between $n and $n+ 1,000. Supposing S is like

this, then S’s overall pattern of desires is a counterexample to TRANSITIVE DIFFERENCE: for each

n, S is indifferent between $n and $n+1 relative to {$n, $n+1}, but S is not indifferent between

$0 and $1,000 relative to {$0, $1,000}.
Indeed, it’s not even clear we can impose a requirement of transitivity on one’s inter-Q pref-

erences:

TRANSITIVE PREFERENCE

For any p, q, r and any Q1 such that p, q ∈Q1 and Q2 such that q, r ∈Q2:

S is rationally required to be such that: if S’s ur-desireQ1
is entailed by p but not q and S’s

ur-desireQ2
is entailed by q but not r, then for any Q3 such that p, r ∈Q3: it is not the case

that S’s ur-desireQ3
is entailed by r but not by p.

The transitivity of >S rules out many of the potential counterexamples, but not all of them. If

p =S q =S r—i.e., p, q, and r constitute a three-way Buridan case—then, for all that’s been said

so far, S could rationally prefer{p,q} p to q, prefer{q,r} q to r, and prefer{p,r} r to p. (Notice the

shifts in the underlying alternative set.) Would this be contrary to reason? I don’t find it so clear.

What’s wrong with being the kind of person who regards Rock, Paper, Scissors as equidesirable,

and who, when prompted, reports the respective two-way preferences for Rock over Scissors,

Scissors over Paper, and Paper over Rock? Even supposing you’re the kind of agent whose choices

are guided by your preferences (rather than, say, the desirabilities), it’s not like you’re going to

foreseeably make a series of bad choices. So long as your desirability ordering is rational, then
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any amount of sweetening (say $1 for playing Rock) will break the cycle. This seems to accord

with reason just fine.

Without TRANSITIVE INDIFFERENCE and TRANSITIVE PREFERENCE, it is difficult to see there

being many simple, general coherence constraints on one’s overall desire state. This is because

without these principles, there is no hope of reading off the facts about what S is permitted

desire relative to three-or-more-cell alternative sets from S’s simple, binary preferences (i.e., S’s

ur-desires relative to two-cell alternative sets). S can be rationally indifferent between (say)

$499 and $500 relative to {$499, $500}, while rationally having a preference between them

relative to {$1, $2, . . . , $1,000}. And S can rationally desire Rock in particular relative to {Rock,

Scissors}, while rationally desiring Scissors in particular relative to {Rock, Paper, Scissors}. This

is not a situation that looks amenable to the discovery of strong, simple principles.

This is not to say thing are entirely hopeless. We know from INCREASED MARGINS that if S

prefers Rock relative to {Rock, Scissors} then S prefers Rock relative to {Rock+$1, Scissors}.
And we know from DECREASED MARGINS that if S is indifferent between $499 and $500 relative

to {$499, $500}, then S is indifferent between $499.5 and $500 relative to {$499.5, $500}. But

I leave the task of finding stronger inter-Q constraints on rational desire (supposing there are

any) to further investigation.

14 Desire in action

At last we come to the topic of the role of desire in action. My discussion of this topic will make

two general assumptions.

First, I will assume that there is an admissible interpretation of ‘want’ on which it expresses

something we theorists might pronounce as ‘all-things-considered desire’.111 Presumably this is

an interpretation of ‘want’ on which the operative desirability ordering is all-things-considered

desirability.112 The person who speaks truly in saying both ‘I want to pay my taxes’ and ‘I want not

to pay my taxes’ expresses their all-things-considered desires on at most one of these occasions;

supposing they in fact pay their taxes, presumably it’s on the former occasion. Some assumption

of this form seems to me needed if there is to be any hope that slogans like ‘We act on the basis

of our desires’ or ‘Desires dispose us to act’ express non-trivial truths. So from here on out all

talk of desire and desirability is intended to be understood in the “all-things-considered” way.

Second, for convenience I will assume that the objects of actions are propositions (you act

to make p true). And I will assume that action is a relation between agents and propositions

relative to set of propositions—intuitively, the options in the relevant choice situation. In other

words, then, I will assume that, like desire, action is alternative-sensitive. ‘S choosesQ p’ will

abbreviate ‘S’s choice of action when faced with the options in Q is p’. Not much is going to turn

on the claim that action itself is alternative-sensitive, but it will make it a lot easier to state and

assess various principles connecting desire (whose alternative-sensitivity matters a great deal)

and action.
111 For relevant discussion, see, e.g., Davidson (1969), Watson (1975), Davis (1984), Levinson (2003), Condoravdi &

Lauer (2016), Phillips-Brown (forthcoming).
112 Strictly speaking it’s not an interpretation of ‘want’, but rather a family of such interpretations (one per alternative

set).
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14.1 Desire and action, descriptively

I’ll start with the descriptive connections between desire and action.

Suppose when faced with a choice between p and q, S chooses p. Does it follow from the

fact that S chooses{p,q} p that S wants{p,q} p?

According to one popular view, the answer is yes:113

DO WHAT YOU WANT

If S choosesQ p, then S wantsQ p.

There is an intuitive case to be made for DO WHAT YOU WANT. For one, it is naturally suggested

by the influential idea, traced back to Davidson (1963), that action is behavior is caused by

desire (in the right sort of way). It also draws support from judgments of ordinary language. It

is standard to move seamlessly from talk of what someone intentionally did to talk of what that

person wanted do: witness the standard (albeit sometimes impolite) practice of asking ‘Why did

you want to do that?’ after seeing some do something.

However, some have worried that the possibility of choice in Buridan cases undermines DO

WHAT YOU WANT (Bratman 1987, 1999, Chislenko 2016, Coren forthcoming). Put roughly, the

main argument is this: one can choose{p,q} p rather than q even when p and q are equidesirable;

one cannot want{p,q} p rather than q when p and q are equidesirable (one can only want{p,q}

p ∨ q in such circumstances); so, contrary to DO WHAT YOU WANT, one can choose{p,q} p rather

than q without wanting{p,q} p rather than q.

Given COGENT DESIRE, it is clear that this argument is unsound: p and q being equidesirable

is no barrier to one’s wanting{p,q} p in particular. But I don’t think this shows that DO WHAT YOU

WANT is safe from the threat of Buridan cases. For although it is possible to form discriminating

desires in Buridan cases, it is by no means mandatory. And I see no reason to think that someone

who fails to form a discriminating desire in a Buridan case will thereby be rendered incapable

of action. I can go Left not because I want the contents of Left in particular, but merely because

I want the contents of at least one of the two boxes, and going Left is a way of doing that.114

Likewise, supposing I do in fact go Left, a question of the form ‘Why do you want to go left rather

than right?’ seems ripe for being challenged as having a false presupposition. Indeed, a reply

along the lines of the following strikes me as entirely appropriate:

‘There is no sense whatsoever in which I wanted to go Left rather than Right; all I

wanted was to go is some way or other. But the only way to go some way or other

was either to go Left or to go Right, and I happened to decide to go Left’.

Similar lessons can be drawn from cases of asceticism. The person who is indifferent to the

prospect of a free $1 is not thereby rendered incapable of acting when they are offered the choice

between taking or leaving the free $1. And even supposing they do take the free $1, it doesn’t

follow that they changed their mind about whether they wanted the $1, or that they must have

113 For related discussion, both sympathetic and unsympathetic, see e.g., Davidson (1969, 1978), Nagel (1970), Lewis
(1974), Davis (1984), Stalnaker (1984), Smith (1987), Clarke (1994), Gert (2005), and Condoravdi & Lauer (2016).

114 By analogy: if there’s enough money in both Left and Right, it may be that I strongly desire that I get one of Left or
Right. But it doesn’t follow that I thereby strongly desire to go Left and strongly desire to go Right, or that if I do
end up going Left it thereby follows that I strongly desired to go Left. Facts about what I strongly desire have no
essential connection to my decision to go Left in particular. The same it seems, is true of vanilla desire.
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been mistaken or lying when they said they didn’t have a preference. An explanation along the

following lines once again seems to me entirely appropriate:

‘I didn’t take the $1 because I wanted to take it; I took it because I had to either take

or decline it, and I didn’t care which it was, so I went with taking it.’

Indeed, as far as I can tell, the person who (sincerely) reports not having a preference for the

free $1 might well decide to decline it. They are indifferent between the prospect of $1 and $0,

after all. So why should we expect them to choose the $1 as a way of resolving their forced

choice? (This is not yet to say anything about the rationality of such a choice, however.)

The lesson of these points is that if COGENT DESIRE is correct, then if there are any robust

principles connecting (all things considered) desire to action, it seems they will have to be of

the following form (cf. Slote 1989, Greenspan 2009):

DO WHAT’S COMPATIBLE

If S choosesQ p, then p is compatible with what S wantsQ.

Suppose that’s right: given COGENT DESIRE, DO WHAT’S COMPATIBLE is the strongest principle

connecting action to (all-things-considered) desire. Does this imply a kind of skepticism about

our ability to infer a person’s desires from their behavior? Not by itself. It’s one thing to ac-

knowledge the metaphysical possibility that someone chooses to accept a free $1,000,000 not

because they want the free $1,000,000, but because they’re indifferent to it and have to either

accept it or decline it. It’s another to think this sort of thing happens here in actuality, or even

anywhere in our modal neighborhood. Speaking for myself, I know that when I’m offered a free

$1,000,000, I’m just going to take it, and I’m going to take it because I prefer to take it. I know

that this fact about me is fairly counterfactually robust. And I have every reason to believe that

I’m not atypical in this respect. Thus, so long as I’m in the good case, I’m going to be in a pretty

good position to know that you are going to want a free $1,000,000, and that when it is offered

to you you will take it because they prefer to. Of course, as the options get closer together—as

the $1,000,000 shrinks to $1,000 or $100 or $1—I’m going to be less well-positioned to infer

your desires from your behavior. But as the arguments of §§6–7 suggest, this is a feature of

COGENT DESIRE, not a bug.

14.2 Desire and action, rationally

What about the connections between rational desire and rational action? Here I see two general

view one could take, the discussion of which will conclude the paper.

The first is what I will call the desire first view. On this view, one’s actions are rational so long

as: (i) one acts in accordance with one’s desires; and (ii) one’s desires are rational. To satisfy

(i), one must abide by DO WHAT’S COMPATIBLE: that is, it must be that one choosesQ p only

if p is compatible with one’s desiresQ. To satisfy (ii), one must abide by the rational norms on

desire. Now, §13 did not establish anything resembling a definitive account of what those norms

are. But for now let’s work with a simple picture on which the only norms on rational desire

are derivative on the norms on rational desirability, which (the norms on rational desirability)
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amount to the requirement that one’s desirability ordering be representable by an (expected)

utility function.115

The main argument for the desire first view, at least as I see it, boils down to the following

kind of thought: if everything I’m doing is consistent with what I want to do, and if everything

I want is rational for me to want, then what mistake could I be making in doing what I do? If

I really am indifferent between a free $1 and the status quo, in what sense am I exhibiting a

failure in rationality in failing to pursue it? Yes, I’ll get less of what I find desirable than I would

have had I chosen to pursue it, but I don’t care about such small differences. Tis not contrary to

reason to be indifferent to small differences in desirability.

The main argument against the desire first view is that it is mad. Total asceticism—that is,

complete indifferenceQ relative to every alternative set Q—is a rationally permissible overall

state of desire. So given DO WHAT’S COMPATIBLE, it follows that quite literally any pattern of

behavior on the part of S could, in principle, be rational—even if S’s desirability ordering is

exactly like yours or mine. S just has to be sufficiently ascetic. Now, as we know from §11,

no actually existing person is capable of such impressive feats of asceticism. But even focusing

on agents (like you and me) who are incapable of total asceticism (say because ∆S ≈ 0), the

situation looks grim. For so long as S is capable of some amount of asceticism, the desire first view

predicts that S can rationally and knowably exhibit a certain kind of akrasia: S can intentionally

p rather than q, even while knowing that q is better than p in all possible respects. Unsurprisingly,

it also predicts that S can willingly be money-pumped and be rational for it. Finally, there is the

fact that, given bouletic voluntarism, the desire first view implies that S can make it easier or

harder for themselves to act in accordance with reason just by deciding to desire differently. If S

chooses to become pickier, it becomes harder for them to act rationally; if S chooses to become

less picky, it becomes easier to act rationally. When in doubt, be indifferent, and then do the

thing you would have done had you not been indifferent!

Someone who is attracted to the desire first view could avoid a number of these problems by

imposing more stringent requirements (presumably both intra-Q and inter-Q) on rational desire

formation. But to get around these problems they’d have to be quite stringent indeed. And

there is a worry that any such requirements will fly in the face of the way we ordinarily think

and talk about desire, suggesting that they are rational requirements not of (ordinary) desire,

but of some desire-adjacent attitude.

A better option, then, might just be to adopt the second view I want to consider: the desir-

ability first (desire last) view. On this view, one’s actions are rational so long as: (i) one acts

in accordance with one’s desirability ordering; and (ii) one’s desirability ordering is rational.

We know what it takes to satisfy (ii). What about (i)? Here there are a few options, but for

concreteness I’ll focus on:

DO WHAT’S BEST

If S choosesQ p, then for any q ∈Q, p ̸<S q.

On this view, rational agents act like (expected) utility maximizers. Any two agents who are

exactly alike in their desirability orderings are exactly alike in which actions they are rationally

115 In other words: for now we’re assuming there are no inter-Q requirements on rational desire.
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permitted to take. Supposing they are in fact rational, they will also be exactly alike in which

actions they will take, except in Buridan cases (and perhaps with respect to which first-personal

desire reports they will assert).

The main argument for the desirability first (desire last) view is that it avoids the unsavory

consequences of the desire first view. I consider this a very strong argument indeed. Of course,

the desirability first view is not without its downsides—see any of the vast number of criticisms

of standard decision-theory as a normative theory of action. But we could, in principle, mitigate

at least some of these problems by replacing DO WHAT’S BEST with a weaker principle (say, DO

WHAT’S GOOD ENOUGH, in the manner of Slote 1989), or by relaxing the requirements on rational

desirability orderings. Either way these kinds of adjustments won’t affect the basic situation,

which is this: (i) the fundamental norm on desire is cogency, which is highly permissive; (ii) the

facts about one’s desires can be determined by arbitrary voluntary selection; and (iii) nothing

like (i) or (ii) seems to be true of desirability. Given all that, anything within the spirit of the

desirability first view is bound to look much closer to a reasonable theory of rational action than

anything within the spirit of the desire first view.

I am thus inclined to draw the following conditional conclusion: if the core theses of this

paper are correct—if bouletic voluntarism and COGENT DESIRE are both true—then desire is not

what matters to rational decision making. I leave it to the reader to decide whether they prefer

accepting the conclusion or rejecting the antecedent.
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