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The final and definitive version of this paper can be found in Thought, 2017. 

 

How Verbal Reports of Desire May Mislead 

We each have many desires, and we sometimes report the existence of such desires. I might tell 

you that I don’t want any dessert, that she does want to marry you, or that my parents want to 

buy a house. In this paper I highlight two noteworthy features of assertions about our desires, 

and then highlight two ways in which they can mislead us into drawing unwarranted conclusions 

about desire. Some of our assertions may indicate that we are sometimes motivated 

independently of desire, and other assertions may suggest that there are vast divergences 

between our normative judgements and our desires. But I suggest that some such assertions are, 

in this respect, potentially misleading, and have in fact misled authors such as Russ Shafer-

Landau (2003), Jack Woods (2014), and Tim Scanlon (1998). 

Before I begin, a few quick notes on terminology: I shall use the words “want” and “desire” 

interchangeably, picking my usage by ear. I shall assume that our desires can be divided into 

instrumental desires – when we want something as a means to an end – and non-instrumental 

desires – when we want something for its own sake.1 I shall often make claims about 

psychological states motivating us, which means that they incline us to act. Finally, in section 3, I 

discuss “normative judgements”: these include our various views about what is good, bad, right, 

wrong, and what we have reason to do or feel. Our normative judgements include, but are not 

exhausted by, our moral views. 

1. Two Features of Desire Discourse 

                                                             

1 Some have denied the existence of instrumental desires (e.g. Chan 2004), but I shall set such views aside as 

implausible. We certainly say things that suggest that we have instrumental desires, as when I say “many people want 

to win the lottery”. That assertion seems true, and it would be very difficult to maintain that such desires are non-

instrumental, given that they would clearly be extinguished by relevant changes in belief. 
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The first noteworthy feature of assertions about desire I shall label the ambiguity effect. The 

ambiguity effect is that assertions about what we don’t want are ambiguous. To see this, first 

note that there can be conflicts of desire. So long as we focus on pro tanto desires and not 

overall preferences, it is clear that one can want to go for a beer right now (for the taste), but also 

want to not go for a beer right now (in order to work). To this extent, whether you desire that P 

is independent of whether you desire that ¬P: you can see something attractive about one of 

these, the other, both (conflict), or neither (disinterest). With this simple point in hand, we can 

see the ambiguity of assertions like “S doesn’t want P” (cf. Broome 2013: 274). Such an assertion 

might mean that S fails to want P, or might instead mean that S does want ¬P. To illustrate the 

first possibility, imagine that I ask whether you want my office repainted. You might say that you 

don’t, not because you are against this possibility, but rather because you fail to be at all in favour 

of it. Here, “S doesn’t want P” means that S fails to desire that P, not that S desires that ¬P. In 

contrast, imagine that I say “I don’t want to visit the dentist”. I might well here be indicating not 

that I fail to want to go to the dentist, but instead that I positively want not to go. Here, “S 

doesn’t want P” means that S desires that ¬P, not necessarily that S fails to desire that P. We can 

see this by noting that I might more emphatically say “I really don’t want to visit the dentist”, 

which surely conveys the presence of a strong desire not to visit the dentist, not (impossibly) the 

strong absence of a desire to visit the dentist. The important upshot of all this is that we should 

acknowledge that someone might truthfully assert “S doesn’t want P” even though S does want 

P: if this assertion indicates that S desires that ¬P, it is consistent with S also desiring that P. I 

might really want not to go to the dentist but also, reasonably, have some instrumental desire to 

go. 

The second noteworthy feature of some assertions about desire I shall label the quantity effect. The 

quantity effect is that for pragmatic reasons, we will sometimes felicitously fail to assert, or even 

deny, the existence of desires that we in fact think do exist (here my discussion runs parallel to 

Mark Schroeder’s discussion of negative reason existentials (2007: 92-103). To see this, begin by 
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noting that our desires are numerous. You might simultaneously desire to go for a walk (to 

think), to go for a run (for exercise), and to stay at your desk (to write). Indeed, given that we 

often have weak desires even regarding very remote possibilities, our desires are presumably 

extremely numerous: you might well have some desire to become a hermit (no more emails!), some 

desire that your desk be on fire (for the warmth), and perhaps even – if you consider the matter 

– some desire to eat your car (for the iron content) (Schroeder 2007: 95-6). 

With this point in hand, let us turn to Grice’s maxim of quantity, which says to make assertions 

only when they are informative (Grice 1989: 26). Because we have some desire for so many things, 

learning that someone has some desire that P is rarely informative. As a result, Grice’s maxim 

tells us not to assert “S desires that P” if we mean only to convey the bare fact that S has some 

desire that P. Further, with this expectation in place, if someone does assert “S desires that P”, we 

are in a position to infer more than the mere fact that S has some desire that P. We should infer 

that this assertion has been made because this desire is especially worth noting, most probably 

because it is very strong, or else because it is of some notable kind. For example, if you tell me 

that you want to go to the pub, I might reasonably infer that you don’t merely mean that you 

have some desire to go (who doesn’t?), but rather that you have a fairly strong desire to go. Or if 

I ask about your new job and you happily tell me that you now want to go to work, I might 

reasonably infer that you don’t merely mean that you have some desire to do so, but rather that 

desire to do so not merely because of the salary. 

Vice versa – and more surprisingly – with such expectations in place, we might sometimes deny 

that someone has a desire if the desire is only weak or else not of any notable kind. For example, 

you might deny that you want to go to the pub, really meaning by this that the desire in question 

is very heavily outweighed. And you might deny that you want to go to work, really meaning by 

this only that you gain no pleasure from your work, even though you would, if pressed, 
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acknowledge that you want to go in order to pay your rent. In this way, we will sometimes 

verbally deny that people have desires even though we know that they do in fact have them. 

With these two points noted – the ambiguity effect, and the quantity effect – I now turn to two 

ways in which they can lead us into drawing mistaken inferences about desire. 

2. The Belief/Desire Theory of Motivation 

The belief/desire theory of motivation says that a person can be motivated to φ only by the 

desire that P combined with the belief that φing will secure P (Davidson 2001b; Smith 1994: 92-

129; Stalnaker 1987:15).2 This view is widely agreed to be attractive, but faces a simple common-

sense objection (e.g. Fisher 2011:136-7; May 2013; Platts 1997: 256; Searle 2001: 169-170; Shafer-

Landau 2003:123; Skorupski 2010:241; see also Schueler 1995): don’t people sometimes do 

things that they don’t want to do? For example, as we ordinarily talk, it seems that many of us 

don’t want to get out of bed in the mornings, don’t want to do chores around the house, and 

don’t want to fulfil costly moral promises. Nonetheless, we are clearly often motivated to do 

these things. 

In response, we might suggest that the belief/desire theory of motivation should be understood 

as using the term “desire” in some broad stipulative sense (see e.g. Davidson 2001a:3-4; cf. 

Schueler 1995: 29-30). But this threatens to trivialise the belief/desire theory of motivation by 

stipulating the meaning of “desire” so as to secure the truth of the theory (e.g. Platts 1997: 256; 

cf. Nagel 1970). Our two effects above suggest a more principled and illuminating response. 

First, we should recall the ambiguity effect. We might say that we don’t want to do these things, 

but plausibly this expresses a desire not to do them, and that is consistent with our also desiring to 

do them, at least for instrumental reasons. For example, Shafer-Landau imagines someone saying 

                                                             

2 This theory is sometimes labelled “The Humean Theory of Motivation”. I avoid this label in order to make clear 

that my focus is not on any other Humean claim(s), such as the claim that desires are not subject to rational 

assessment. 
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“I didn't want to (stand in front of that bullet, accept the blame, remain chaste), but duty called” 

(Shafer-Landau 2003:123; for similar examples, see Fisher 2011:136; Skorupski 2010:241). But 

such assertions would most plausibly be understood as conveying a desire not to do such things, 

and that is consistent with your also wanting to do them (out of a sense of duty, even if for no 

other reason). As a result, the belief/desire theory of motivation is (surprisingly) consistent with 

the possibility that you might be motivated to stand in front of a bullet, accept blame, or remain 

chaste, and yet truly assert that you don’t want to do those things. 

Second, we should recall the quantity effect: there are pragmatic reasons why we might be 

disinclined to assert the presence of some desires. For example, I hardly need to be told that you 

have some desire to get out of bed in the mornings when it is common knowledge that doing so 

is instrumental to so many things that I know you want (e.g. food). As a result, you might be 

disinclined to assert that you want to get out of bed in the mornings. But this disinclination can 

be explained by conversational pragmatics in a way that permits that you do nonetheless have 

this desire. As a result, the belief/desire theory of motivation (surprisingly) permits that you 

might be motivated to get up and yet be disinclined to assert that you want to do so. 

The ambiguity effect and the quantity effect show how the belief/desire theory of motivation is 

consistent with cases like those above. Your assertions might suggest that you sometimes do 

unpleasant things that you don’t want to do, but we can insist, for principled reasons, that such 

assertions are misleading. 

3. The Relationship Between Normative Judgement and Desire 

One crucial question in moral psychology surrounds the relationship between normative 

judgement and desire. Many claim that our normative judgements are related to our desires, but 

the intimacy of this relationship is hotly debated. At one extreme, some claim that the presence 

of a normative judgement entails the presence of a related desire, perhaps because one of these 

states can be reduced to the other (e.g. Blackburn 1998; Davidson 2001b:22-23; Gibbard 2003; 
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Gregory 2017). A natural way of testing such claims is to point to cases where agents apparently 

judge an act favourably but don’t desire to do it (e.g. Scanlon 1998:39; Smith 1994:117-125; 

Stocker 1979).3 But here we should be careful: our effects above might lead us to misidentify 

some putative cases of this kind. 

Before I explain this, I should first clarify our focus. Our question is not about the extent to 

which someone can judge an act favourably and yet fail to be motivated to do it. The relationship 

between normative judgement and motivation (“judgement internalism”) has been heavily 

discussed (for a review, see Björklund et al. 2012). But we are interested only in the relationship 

between normative judgement and desire. If the presence of a desire fails to guarantee the 

presence of motivation, then even the most extreme view about the relationship between 

normative judgement and desire fails to guarantee any necessary connection between normative 

judgement and motivation. And there are at least some grounds for thinking that the presence of 

desire does fail to guarantee the presence of motivation: certainly, on the standard Humean 

theory desires generate motivation only if they are combined with suitable means-ends beliefs. 

We might also think that depression can leave our preferences intact but rob us of the 

motivational energy needed to pursue those goals (Swartzer 2015). Perhaps there are still other 

conditions which need to be met for our desires to generate motivation (Gregory 2017; 

Sinhababu 2009, 2017; Toppinen 2017). Since the relationship between desire and motivation is 

indirect and potentially complex, in what follows I stay wholly focused on our central issue, 

which is the relationship between normative judgement and desire, not motivation. 

Back to our main theme. I claim that the two effects described in section 1 might mislead us 

about the relationship between normative judgement and desire. I illustrate the point with two 

examples: 

                                                             

3 I say “judge favourably” so as to abstract away from issues about whether our desires are supposedly related to 

normative judgements about values, about normative reasons, about what we ought to do, or something else. For related 

discussion, see (Gregory 2013). 
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First, expressivism. On at least one canonical way of thinking about expressivism, it is committed 

to there being a very intimate relationship between normative judgement and desire. For 

according to one canonical formulation of expressivism, it commits us to the claim that 

normative judgements just are desires, and as such that assertions such as “murder is wrong” 

express our desires. In a recent paper, Jack Woods argues against all forms of expressivism 

(2014). To understand Woods’ argument, first take the rain assertion: “It’s raining but I don’t 

believe it’s raining”. The rain assertion seems incoherent since the second conjunct reports the 

absence of the very state of mind its first conjunct expresses (for more on such assertions, see 

Green and Williams 2007). Woods then examines the murder assertion: “Murder is wrong, but I 

don’t disapprove of murder”. Woods claims that if expressivism were true, the murder assertion 

should strike us as incoherent in the very same way as the rain assertion, since according to 

expressivism its second conjunct reports the absence of the very state of mind its first conjunct 

expresses. But since the murder assertion does not strike us as incoherent in this way, 

expressivism must be false. 

To assess Woods’ argument we should first note that expressivism – or at least the canonical 

version of it that I described – analyses normative judgements as desires (wants), whereas the 

murder assertion made reference to disapproval. To this extent, it is open to my kind of 

expressivist to claim that a fairer test for their view would be an assertion that makes explicit 

reference to desires, as such. Woods acknowledges this when he writes: “I have also only 

canvassed the most straightforward attitudes to insert on the right-hand side of the conjunction. 

However, it is easy to see from my examples how to construct similar cases with … other, less 

plausible, accounts of the conative or affective attitude expressed by moral assertions” (Woods 

2014:6). I think that Woods must be imagining more remote possibilities than the one I suggest 

when he says that other options will be “less plausible”: many canonical formulations of 

expressivism make reference to our desires (e.g. Blackburn 1984:187-9), and it is not at all 

obvious that such views are less plausible than those that make reference to disapproval. 
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So instead of the murder assertion above, we should assess the canonical version of expressivism 

by appeal to the desire assertion: “Murder is wrong, but I don’t want not to murder”.4 Is that 

assertion incoherent in the manner that the rain assertion is? Plausibly, no. But the quantity 

effect can explain why this is true. The desire assertion might very commonly be heard as 

expressing the absence of just one particular kind of desire not to murder (i.e. a self-interested 

desire), and that is consistent with one’s also having other desires not to murder. Perhaps the 

ambiguity effect also plays a role here: perhaps we might interpret the desire assertion as 

reporting the presence of a desire not to not murder (i.e. to murder), and expressivism is 

certainly consistent with the possibility that agents may have desires that conflict with their moral 

commitments. 

These points may be easier to see if we – unlike Woods – focus not on assertions about 

wrongness, but instead on assertions about goodness. Take the philanthropy assertion: 

“philanthropy is good, but I don’t want to give my money away”. This sentence surely sounds 

perfectly coherent, unlike the rain assertion. But the quantity effect and the ambiguity effect give 

the expressivist ample explanatory resources to explain why this is true. They might claim that 

this assertion reports only that the agent lacks some notable – self-interested – desire to give 

their money away, and that is consistent with their also desiring to give their money away, a 

desire they express with the first conjunct of the philanthropy assertion. And the ambiguity 

effect permits them to insist that such an assertion sounds coherent because it is naturally heard 

as reporting the presence of a desire not to give one’s money away, not the absence of a desire to 

give it away, and again, this is consistent with expressivism which permits that agents can have 

desires that conflict with their moral commitments. 

                                                             

4 I use “want” rather than “desire” since “want” is the more common English word, and is therefore more helpful 

for eliciting intuitions about the coherence of certain assertions. 
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In short, Woods is wrong when he suggests that there is no expressivist-friendly explanation as 

to why the various normative assertions sound more coherent than the rain assertion: principles 

of charity encourage us to hear the relevant claims about desire as restricted in scope, or else 

encourage us to disambiguate such assertions in a manner that renders them coherent. It is not 

obvious that any similar interpretive charity is possible with respect to the rain assertion. So at 

least one way of formulating expressivism has the resources to escape Woods’ objection, by 

appealing to the quantity effect and the ambiguity effect. 

I now turn to my second illustration of the effects above as they apply to claims about the 

relationship between normative judgement and desire. It is illustrated by the following quote 

from Scanlon (1998:39; see also Baker 2014: 25 for a similar example): 

“I might see something good about drinking a glass of foul-tasting medicine, but would 

not therefore be said to have a desire to do so” (my emphasis) 

Return to our two effects above. It is surely true that you might think the medicine is good and 

yet say “I don’t want to take the medicine”. But this assertion is ambiguous, and is plausibly 

intended to convey the presence of a desire not to take the medicine rather than the absence of 

any desire to take it. At least, this is the natural way of reading the case if the foul-taste of the 

medicine is at all relevant: such a taste might outweigh, but would not eliminate, a desire to drink the 

medicine, and so bears on whether you desire not to take it, not on whether you desire to take it. 

If this assertion indicates only the presence of a desire not to take the medicine, it is perfectly 

consistent with the claim that your value judgement here generates a desire to drink the 

medicine.5 

                                                             

5 Neil Sinhababu (2009:490-491) says something somewhat similar about a similar case of Scanlon’s, though he relies 

on the unconventional claim that we should distinguish two different kinds of desire – positive desires, and aversions 

– each with their own properties (2009:470, and 490-491). My claims in the text require no such metaphysical 

distinction but instead only a much more modest claim about the grammar of English. 
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Depending on the exact envisaged circumstances, the quantity effect may also arise here. If the 

beneficial potential of the medicine is common knowledge, that might well make you disinclined 

to assert that you want to take the medicine just because this desire is obvious. Perhaps we aren’t 

supposed to imagine the case in this way, but if we exclude this possibility then Scanlon’s claim is 

itself far less plausible. If, for example, the foul-taste of a liquid is well-known but its medical 

potential is not, you might well be very strongly inclined to point out your surprising desire to 

drink it. It is only if we think of the liquid as medicine that Scanlon’s claim may seem plausible, 

and a natural explanation of this is that labelling it as such renders the desire to drink it too 

obvious to be worth stating. 

Our effects might make you inclined to assert that you “don’t want” to take the medicine and 

disinclined to assert that you “do want” to take the medicine, but for all that, you might well 

want to take the medicine just as you judge you should. We should be careful when drawing 

conclusions about the relationship between normative judgement and desire from cases like the 

one above. 

How widely do these points apply? The ambiguity effect will apply in many cases: whenever we 

are given a supposed case where an agent judges P favourably but “fails to desire P”, we should 

always be careful as to whether the intuitive claim is that the agent desires that ¬P or that the 

agent fails to desire that P: only in the latter case will it bear on the relationship between judging 

P favourably and desiring that P. 

The quantity effect will also apply in many cases, but not all. It applies most straightforwardly in 

cases where your desire to do something is obvious but your desire not to do it is less so. In such 

circumstances, you might be inclined to highlight the latter desire rather than the former, and to 

that extent your assertions might suggest that you fail to want something even though you in fact 

do want it. For example, you might judge that you ought to go to work, but be disinclined to 
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assert that you want to do so. Here your disinclination to assert that you want to go might be 

best explained by the obviousness of that desire rather than its absence. 

In summary, the ambiguity effect and the quantity effect show that we should be careful when 

investigating the relationship between normative judgement and desire. Some examples we might 

use to show a discontinuity between these states might be misleading, and to that extent the 

relationship between normative judgement and desires may be closer than it seems. 

Conclusion 

In this paper I highlighted two noteworthy features of assertions about desire: that assertions 

about what we “don’t want” are ambiguous, and that pragmatic influences might encourage us to 

fail to assert, or even deny, the presence of desires that we do believe exist. These effects might 

lead us to wrongly deny the belief/desire theory of motivation, and to wrongly understate the 

relationship between normative judgement and desire. 
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