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Abstract and Keywords
Chapter 1 presents the Humean theory of motivation, according to 
which desire motivates all action and drives all practical reasoning. 
This is an empirical theory about human psychology. Anti-Humeans 
hold that other mental states play a similar role in driving motivation 
and reasoning. The Humean theory causes problems for views on which 
moral judgments are beliefs that have intrinsic motivational force, 
because it entails that humans lack such mental states and therefore 
cannot make moral judgments. We should accept the Humean theory 
because it offers the simplest total explanation of our psychological 
data, and reject the view that moral judgments are beliefs with intrinsic 
motivational force.
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In 1739, David Hume described prevailing views of motivation and 
declared his campaign against them:

Nothing is more usual in philosophy, and even in common life, 
than to talk of the combat of passion and reason, to give the 
preference to reason, and assert that men are only so far virtuous 
as they conform themselves to its dictates. Every rational 
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creature, it is said, is obliged to regulate his actions by reason; 
and if any other motive or principle challenge the direction of his 
conduct, he ought to oppose it, till it be entirely subdued, or at 
least brought to a conformity with that superior principle. On this 
method of thinking the greatest part of moral philosophy, antient 
and modern, seems to be founded; nor is there an ampler field, as 
well for metaphysical arguments, as popular declamations, than 
this supposed pre-eminence of reason above passion. The eternity, 
invariableness, and divine origin of the former have been 
displayed to the best advantage: The blindness, unconstancy, and 
deceitfulness of the latter have been as strongly insisted on. In 
order to shew the fallacy of all this philosophy, I shall endeavour 
to prove first, that reason alone can never be a motive to any 
action of the will; and secondly, that it can never oppose passion 
in the direction of the will. (2.3.3)

He could’ve written the same thing today. Most contemporary ethicists, 
including some who describe their views as Humean, think we can act 
on processes of reasoning not driven by passion. Many of them argue 
that Hume’s view can’t explain how we deliberate and act.

This book joins Hume’s side, arguing that his view best explains human 
action as well as the thoughts and feelings surrounding it. His 
opponents argue that Humean theories fail to explain a variety of 
phenomena. The properties of desire help the Humean Theory provide 
the best explanations of all these phenomena. These explanations show 
us how our desire-driven nature explains the psychology of action, 
providing illuminating accounts of moral judgment, intention, 
willpower, and agency.

Section 1.1 presents the Humean Theory of Motivation. Section 1.2
explains its metaethical significance. Section 1.3 discusses anti-Humean 
views. Section 1.4 presents my methodology for psychological 
theorizing. Section 1.5 outlines the rest of the book.

1.1 The Humean Theory of Motivation
The Humean Theory of Motivation consists of two principles describing 
human action and reasoning. A, E, and M suggest “action”, “end”, and 
“means”:

Desire–Belief Theory of Action: One is motivated to A if and only 
if desire that E is combined with belief that one can raise E’s 
probability by A-ing.

(p.2) 



The Return of the Humean Theory

Page 3 of 27

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2017. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: King's 
College London; date: 07 March 2018

Desire–Belief Theory of Reasoning: Desire that M is created as 
the conclusion of reasoning if and only if the reasoning combines 
desire that E with belief that M would raise E’s probability. It is 
eliminated as the conclusion of reasoning if and only if the 
reasoning eliminates such a combination.

The Humean Theory is a psychological claim about what motivates 
action and changes desire through reasoning in human beings. It isn’t a 
conceptual analysis of action or reasoning. And it isn’t a normative 
claim concerning the rationality of actions or what there is reason to 
do. According to the Humean Theory, being motivated to act and 
forming new desires through reasoning require no mental states except 
desires and beliefs about how various events would change the 
probability of desire-satisfaction.

Chapter 2 clarifies the most important term in the Humean Theory, 
“desire”. Motivating action is one of desire’s many effects. Desire also 
causes pleasure when we learn that it’ll be satisfied or daydream about 
its satisfaction. It directs our attention towards things we associate 
with its object. Vivid representations of its object amplify all these 
effects. This rich account of desire exposes the Humean Theory to 
counterexamples if desire’s other properties aren’t correlated with 
motivation and practical reasoning. But it helps the Humean Theory 
explain the correlations if they exist.

According to the Desire–Belief Theory of Action, all action is motivated 
by desire combined with means–end belief. I may desire to eat, believe 
that I can raise the probability of eating by asking my mother for food, 
and ask my mother for food. A ranges over intentional action, where the 
agent intends to do something. It doesn’t include involuntary bodily 
movements or reflexes, or mental events that aren’t actions like 
forming beliefs or having perceptual experiences. It does include 
impulsive actions and intentional omissions. Not acting or not 
performing some specific action are possible values of A, so desires 
motivate omissions when combined with beliefs that not acting would 
raise the probability of satisfaction.

Motivation to act is a psychological disposition to act. Part of the 
meaning of “motivation”, as I use it, is that you do whatever you’re 
most motivated to do. The strength of this disposition is only roughly 
correlated with how strongly one feels an urge to act. The substantive 
question at issue between Humeans and their opponents is whether 
desires are necessary for motivation. People who are motivated to do 
something might never do it if they never find themselves in the right 
conditions. I might be motivated to eat truffles, but never eat them, if 
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they’re always so expensive that my desire to save money creates 
greater motivation not to eat them. Dispositions are like this. The 
fragile glass has a disposition to break if struck, but it may never break 
if nothing ever strikes it, or if it’s well cushioned whenever struck.

The Humean Theory invokes beliefs about raising the probability of 
desired ends. Actions and means can do this causally or constitutively. 
If you desire to win at basketball, passing the ball to your open 
teammate is a causal means to your end. Ending the game with more 
points than the other team is a constitutive means to your end.

My formulation counts low subjective probabilities that acting would 
bring about ends as beliefs, because they can play belief’s role in 
motivation. Mowgli will run from a tiger if he desires to survive and 
believes that his 10 percent chance of outrunning the tiger is his only 
chance to survive. We don’t usually call such low subjective 
probabilities beliefs. I formulate the Humean Theory with “belief” 
mainly because it’s familiar to more of my readership than “subjective 
probability”. But subjective probability enables more precise 
predictions, and Chapter 2 uses it more. Beliefs are caused by 
sensations, produce and eliminate each other along lines of logical 
inference, and combine with motivational states to cause action. Both 
high and low subjective probabilities can stand in these relations, with 
their effects corresponding to the magnitude of the probability.

Beliefs might not seem necessary for motivation in cases where one 
desires to produce an immediate bodily movement like moving one’s 
hand. Does this require the trivial belief that by moving one’s hand, one 
will make it more likely that one moves one’s hand? The Humean 
Theory requires the trivial belief. If I desired to move my hand and 
denied the trivial truth that by moving my hand I’d make it more likely 
that I moved my hand, I probably wouldn’t move my hand. Perhaps I’d 
feel disappointed or resigned to my perceived inability. This is why the 
Desire–Belief Theory of Action requires belief. Still, the view that 
beliefs aren’t necessary in these trivial cases remains a plausible 
Humean position. I’m not laying out the boundaries of all possible 
Humean theories. I’m simply stating a true theory within those 
boundaries.

The Desire–Belief Theory of Reasoning says that only one process of 
reasoning changes desires—instrumental reasoning, which makes new 
desires out of pre-existing desires and beliefs about the means to their 
satisfaction. The new desires are called instrumental desires. The initial 
desires from which instrumental-desire formation begins are called 
intrinsic desires. Neither kind of desire has to concern one’s own 

(p.3) 
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actions. If my desire that Ronnie dance combines with my belief that 
he’s more likely to dance if the DJ plays “Boom” by Wild Flag, I’ll 
instrumentally desire that the DJ play “Boom”, even if I know I can’t 
influence the DJ’s choices. Here my desire for Ronnie to dance and my 
belief about how “Boom” would make him dance combine to constitute 
a new desire for “Boom”, which lasts as long as the desire and belief 
are combined. While the Desire–Belief Theory of Reasoning allows 
instrumental desires to be formed in this way, it prevents reasoning 
from generating intrinsic desires.

Intrinsic desires can change, but not as conclusions of reasoning. 
After puberty, one desires many things that one didn’t desire before. 
Through conditioning, something can be associated with pleasure to 
increase desire for it, or with electric shocks to decrease desire for it. 
Absorbing our friends’ infectious enthusiasm for sports teams or rock 
bands can make us desire the team’s victory or desire to hear the 
band’s music as well. (This may be a case of conditioning. If pleasure 
can condition us into desiring things, empathically absorbing others’ 
pleasure can too.) Puberty, conditioning, and social acquisition of 
emotion aren’t reasoning, so the Desire–Belief Theory of Reasoning lets 
them change desires.

I use “reasoning” as a psychological term, not a normative term. 
Nothing in the Humean Theory entails that any way of acting or 
forming desires would be right, wrong, rational, or irrational. The 
Humean Theory just describes action and how reasoning assembles and 
disassembles instrumental desires. This makes it a straightforwardly 
psychological theory, not a normative theory. Perhaps some norms 
apply specifically to processes of reasoning, and perhaps our 
acceptance of particular norms sociologically explains our views about 
reasoning, but the concept of reasoning itself isn’t normative. While 
Chapter 9 embraces theories connecting desire and normative reasons 
suggested by Bernard Williams (1979) and developed by David Sobel 
(2001), Donald Hubin (2001), Mark Schroeder (2007), and Kate Manne 
(2014), such theories neither entail the Humean Theory nor are 
entailed by it. They’re normative theories; the Humean Theory is a 
psychological theory.

One distinctive mark of reasoning is that it involves mental states 
quickly producing others because of syntactic relations between their 
contents. Beliefs combine with other beliefs, producing beliefs in their 
logical consequences. Desires for ends combine with beliefs about 
means for raising the probability of ends, producing desires for the 
means. I have no general account of what distinguishes reasoning from 

(p.4) 
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other mental processes like perception and forgetting, but I hope this 
indicates which processes I’m calling “reasoning”.

The Desire–Belief Theory of Reasoning is significant for moral 
philosophy and ordinary life. Our most basic desires are hard to 
change, even when we judge that we should lose existing desires or 
gain new ones. Ascetic values that condemn one’s sexual desires 
famously don’t change those desires. They simply leave one hating 
oneself. Judging that it would be better to requite the sexual desire of a 
wonderful person with whom one could be very happy, if only one could 
reciprocate the desire, doesn’t bring the wished-for desire into 
existence. It just leaves one wistful about what could’ve been, and sad 
about disappointing one’s admirer. One can imagine creatures who 
systematically and swiftly form the desires that they believe they should 
have. I count these ways of changing desires as processes of reasoning. 
But they’re kinds of reasoning that humans can’t do.

Both principles in the Humean Theory require desires and beliefs to 
“combine”. Chapter 5 describes how desires can cause such combining 
by directing attention to ways we believe we can raise their probability 
of satisfaction. Desires and beliefs may fail to combine as the 
Humean Theory requires. If my desire to go downtown and my belief 
that a particular bus would take me downtown don’t combine, I won’t 
be motivated to take the bus. When distraction, drunkenness, or 
exhaustion depletes our attentional resources, desire–belief pairs may 
not come together. And even attentive, alert, sober people can fail to 
put complicated or unusual desire–belief pairs together.

My formulation of the Humean Theory is true to Hume’s goal. Suppose 
we take “desire” to be what Hume calls “passion”. And suppose, 
following some of Hume’s most forceful arguments, we take reason to 
operate through inferences drawn from beliefs alone and not from 
desires. Then we can see how the Humean Theory expresses Hume’s 
claim that reason alone can’t motivate action or oppose passion. 
According to the Desire–Belief Theory of Action, actions can’t be 
motivated by beliefs alone. According to the Desire–Belief Theory of 
Reasoning, reasoning can’t generate new desires from beliefs alone. 
Someone without the relevant desires, then, can’t be motivated to act 
by any chain of reasoning that begins only in beliefs—“reason alone can 
never be a motive to any action of the will.” And except by changing a 
means–end belief, beliefs can’t prevent desire from motivating action. 
They can’t intervene directly in action or produce new mental states 
through reasoning which themselves motivate action—they “can never 
oppose passion in the direction of the will.”

(p.5) 
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The Humean Theory is distinctive among views of motivation given 
Hume’s name in at least two ways. First, it’s bolder in including the 
Desire–Belief Theory of Reasoning, as many nominally Humean views 
only include something like the Desire–Belief Theory of Action. Second, 
it’s more cautious in limiting itself to human psychology, rather than 
trying to describe all possible creatures that can act. In both respects, 
it differs from the most prominent supposedly Humean view—that of 
Michael Smith (1994). Smith puts his theory into the context of a puzzle 
about moral judgment and motivation. This puzzle displays the 
metaethical significance of the Humean Theory and the metaethical 
insignificance of Smith’s formulation. I’ll turn to it now.



The Return of the Humean Theory

Page 8 of 27

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2017. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: King's 
College London; date: 07 March 2018

1.2 Smith’s Puzzle and his Treachery
Smith’s puzzle consists of three propositions. Many philosophers find 
each one attractive. But the truth of all three entails the impossibility of 
moral judgment, so at least one must be false. Here are simple versions 
of the propositions:

Cognitivism: Moral judgments are beliefs.

Internalism: Moral judgments can produce their own 
motivational force.

The Humean Theory of Motivation

Here I haven’t spelled out the Humean Theory of Motivation. Smith and 
I formulate it in different ways that change the shape of the puzzle. We 
also formulate internalism differently. I’ll explain why people find 
cognitivism and internalism appealing before discussing the Humean 
Theory.

Cognitivism is appealing because treating moral judgments as beliefs 
explains how they can be true or false and how they fit into moral 
arguments. On the opposing view, noncognitivism, moral judgments 
aren’t beliefs. They’re some other state of mind like desire or emotion. 
As Darwall, Gibbard, and Railton (1992) write, “A classic problem for 
noncognitivists is that moral judgments have so many earmarks of 
claims to objective truth” (145). Beliefs, unlike desires and emotions, 
are capable of truth and falsity. We often say that beliefs are true or 
false, but we don’t say this about other mental states like desires and 
emotions. It’s an important feature of moral judgments that they can be 
true or false. Most of us regard nineteenth-century abolitionists who 
judged that slavery was morally wrong as knowing the truth about an 
objective fact—one about which many people of their time had false 
beliefs. When semantic theorists like Crispin Wright (1992) and Paul 
Horwich (1993) extend truth-talk to mental states that aren’t beliefs, 
they invariably bend a natural distinction between states of mind that 
can be true and states of mind that can’t, as Jamie Dreier (1996) 
argues. I reject noncognitivism because it can’t explain how moral 
judgments are true in the usual sense of the word.

Cognitivism explains how moral judgments fit into arguments by 
treating them as beliefs, which can be true or false. Consider the 
following valid argument:

P1: Murder is wrong.

(p.6) 
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P2: If murder is wrong, it’s wrong to pay others to murder.

C: It’s wrong to pay others to murder.

P1 and P2 imply C. But if P1 can’t be true or false, and if the antecedent 
and consequent of P2 can’t be true or false either, it’s hard to see how 
the argument can be valid, or why it’s an argument at all. If P1 and the 
parts of P2 can’t be true, they can’t entail C. John Searle (1962) and 
Peter Geach (1965) note that if moral judgments aren’t beliefs, it’s hard 
to see how they could make arguments like this valid. Recent 
noncognitivists including Allan Gibbard (1990, 2003) suggest clever 
solutions to this problem. Nicholas Unwin (1999) and Mark Schroeder 
(2008) argue that they can’t solve all the problems like this.

Smith, Simon Blackburn (1998), and others find internalism appealing 
because it explains why judging something to be wrong is correlated 
with motivation not to do it. On their view, moral judgments simply 
motivate us not to do what we judge to be wrong. On the opposing view, 
externalism, moral judgments aren’t what produces the motivational 
force. Motivation comes from some other mental state accompanying 
the moral judgment like a desire to act rightly, in combination with the 
moral judgment. The terms “internalism” and “externalism”, while 
being used for too many things in philosophy, provide a useful 
metaphor here. Internalists take the motivational force to come from 
within the moral judgment (or some mental state it directly produces 
through reasoning), while externalists take the motivational force 

to come from some mental state outside the moral judgment. I’ll 
discuss a variety of internalism that connects moral facts with reasons 
in Chapter 9, but the term will refer to the connection between moral 
judgment and motivation until then.

This motivation need not be overriding, and can be undermined by 
general motivational pathologies. People who judge that taking bribes 
is wrong may still take bribes if they really need the money, but 
internalism can still hold if their judgment provides some conflicting 
but overridden motivation. Internalism isn’t violated if psychological 
conditions like depression or exhaustion that generally prevent 
motivation also prevent moral motivation, as Steven Swartzer (2015) 
notes in response to Michael Stocker (1979). Smith addresses this by 
qualifying internalism to say that one must be motivated by a moral 
judgment or be practically irrational. I think it’s better simply to note 
that general motivational pathologies aren’t counter examples than to 
invoke this ungainly disjunction of the descriptive and the normative. 
All internalists need is that moral judgments under normal 
psychological conditions could themselves produce motivation to act, 

(p.7) 
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when combined with means–end beliefs. So if I judge that eating meat 
is wrong, believe that eating this taco will be eating meat, and am 
under normal psychological conditions, those mental states will provide 
some motivation not to eat this taco. Swartzer argues that internalism 
is best formulated as the explanatory thesis that moral judgments can 
motivate action under some ordinary conditions, not as the modal 
thesis that moral judgments necessarily are accompanied by 
motivation. My formulation follows his arguments.

Internalism is false if moral judgments motivate only in the following 
way: Desiring to do what’s right and believing that voting is right 
motivate me to vote. Here the moral judgment simply tells me how to 
achieve my antecedently desired moral end. Sigrún Svavarsdóttir 
(1999) and Vanessa Carbonell (2013) suggest this externalist account. 
Internalists deny that moral judgments motivate us only as beliefs 
about means to antecedently desired moral ends like doing good or 
acting rightly. They may accept that we can be motivated this way too, 
but they ascribe a further motivational role to moral judgments. They 
claim that moral judgments can drive motivation just as desire does, 
perhaps with the moral concepts of right and wrong giving beliefs 
desire-like motivational force.

To me, the most attractive thing about internalism is its unified account 
of what all moral judgments are about. As G. E. Moore (1903) suggests, 
false moral theories aren’t internally contradictory or conceptually 
confused. Even obviously false moral claims usually seem substantively 
false like “My grandmother lives on Mercury” rather than definitionally 
or conceptually false like “My grandmother isn’t my relative.” If the 
concept of moral rightness is so open that so many false moral theories 
aren’t conceptually confused, what does it even involve? Gibbard 
(1990) presents the internalist answer: motivation. People can think a 
wide range of different things are right without contradiction or 
conceptual confusion. But grasping the concept of rightness always 
involves being motivated to act rightly. If you say that something 
is right, but you have zero motivation to do it, you haven’t really 
grasped the concept of rightness. I used to envy internalists for having 
this tidy story about moral concepts. With the experientialist account of 
moral concepts in section 4.5, I envy them no longer.

This brings us to the third proposition—the Humean Theory. As I’ve 
discussed, the Humean Theory implies that beliefs alone can’t motivate 
action. The Desire–Belief Theory of Action requires desire for action, 
preventing beliefs alone from motivating action directly. The Desire–
Belief Theory of Reasoning prevents beliefs alone from generating 

(p.8) 
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desires through reasoning. Since action requires desire and belief alone 
can’t generate desire, belief alone can’t motivate action.

Now we can put the puzzle together. Cognitivism and internalism 
together say that moral judgments must be beliefs that can produce 
their own motivational force. But according to the Humean Theory, 
beliefs can’t produce their own motivational force. So we lack the 
mental state that moral judgment has to be. If cognitivism, internalism, 
and the Humean Theory are true, moral judgment is impossible. The 
problem isn’t that our moral judgments are often false or that we lack 
good reasons for them. If cognitivism, internalism, and the Humean 
Theory are true, we’re psychologically incapable of making moral 
judgments at all.

This book defends the Humean Theory not as a conceptually or 
metaphysically necessary truth about all possible agents, but as a 
psychological law about human minds. Restricting the Humean Theory 
to typical humans leaves the puzzle equally gripping. Then if cognitivist 
internalism is true, some nonhuman creatures and atypical humans 
might be capable of making moral judgments, because their psychology 
includes beliefs that produce motivational force. But if there’s anything 
we know about moral judgment, it’s that typical humans do it. 
Cognitivism and internalism, combined with the Humean Theory as a 
psychological law about typical humans, entail that we can’t. This is 
why the Humean Theory is philosophically important even if it’s just a 
psychological law about ordinary humans, and not a necessary truth 
about all possible agents.

If cognitivism, internalism, and the Humean Theory are all true, 
humans are in a surprising metaethical predicament. We’ve long 
thought that while we could make moral judgments, other animals like 
dogs didn’t have the mental states required do so, and objects without 
mental states definitely couldn’t. We have the practical reasoning 
ability required for moral judgment, and they don’t. But if these three 
theses are all true, we’re the dogs. Our psychology leaves us incapable 
of making moral judgments, because moral belief alone could never 
motivate us. Superior creatures capable of motivation from belief alone 
could make moral judgments, but we can’t. Perhaps there is, or will be, 
moral judgment in our universe. But it’ll have to be in the minds of 
aliens or robots or technologically modified future humans. If the 
Humean Theory is false only of humans under unusual psychological 
conditions, maybe those people can make moral judgments. But typical 
humans, like dogs and pigs and piggy banks and hot dogs, will be 
incapable of moral judgment. I call this result human 
incapabilism about moral judgment. Chapter 11 discusses it in more 

(p.9) 
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detail. If those who accept cognitivism and internalism on conceptual 
grounds ask how an empirical discovery like the Humean Theory could 
possibly undermine their views, I answer that the price of holding those 
views is accepting that typical humans can’t make moral judgments.

So between cognitivism, internalism, and the Humean Theory, 
reasonable people will choose at most two. I choose cognitivism and the 
Humean Theory. I’ll argue against internalism in Chapter 4, but for now, 
let’s appreciate the philosophical interest of this puzzle. These are 
three theses of which we can accept only two, on pain of an abhorrent 
consequence. The Humean Theory is important in metaethics because 
it’s part of this puzzle.

Now I turn to Smith’s formulation. As Ralph Wedgwood (2002), Jay 
Wallace (1990), and Terence Cuneo (2002) note, Smith doesn’t include 
anything like the Desire–Belief Theory of Reasoning:

R at t constitutes a motivating reason of agent A to φ iff there is 
some ψ such that R at t consists of a desire of A to ψ and a belief 
that were he to φ he would ψ.

Smith’s formulation of the Humean theory requires that actions be 
motivated by Desire–Belief pairs, much like the Desire–Belief Theory of 
Action. This formulation differs most significantly from mine in not 
including the Desire–Belief Theory of Reasoning. Smith allows beliefs to 
produce new desires through processes of reasoning that don’t involve 
any antecedent desires. I’ll discuss Smith’s focus on motivating reasons 
and his argument for his formulation before returning to this.

Smith’s formulation differs from mine in discussing “motivating 
reasons”—the reasons for which we act. He usefully distinguishes these 
from normative reasons—the reasons for which we should act. A 
psychologically and metaethically interesting Humean view need not be 
formulated in terms of reasons of either kind. (The causal process 
called “reasoning” should be in the formulation, but that’s something 
different.) Smith claims that motivating reasons are constituted by 
beliefs and desires. Jonathan Dancy (1995, 2000) argues against this. 
As Chapter 9 will discuss, Humeans shouldn’t treat desires themselves 
as the reasons for which we act. We can instead treat the desires as 
background conditions for reasons, following Mark Schroeder (2007).

Smith’s argument for his version of the Humean view (or really, for the 
inability of belief alone to motivate action, which is important for the 
puzzle) comes from his famous description of desire’s “direction of fit” 
as its essential property: “Being in a state with which the world must fit 
is desiring” (55). Smith argues that desire is necessary for motivation, 
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as motivation involves making the world be the way we desire it to be. 
He presents a clever argument that these desires can’t simply be 
beliefs. While beliefs must change to fit the world when we perceive 
that the world doesn’t correspond with what’s believed, desires make 
us try to change the world to fit them when we perceive that the world 
doesn’t correspond with what’s desired. Since beliefs stop existing and 
desires keep existing when we perceive that the world doesn’t fit 
their content, beliefs can’t be desires—“the idea that there may be a 
state with both directions of fit is just plain incoherent” (56). Nothing 
can both stop existing and keep existing simultaneously. So beliefs 
alone can’t motivate us.

Margaret Little (1997) and Huw Price (1989) note a problem with 
Smith’s argument. We can give a belief-like direction of fit to the entire 
content of moral judgment, while giving a desire-like direction of fit to 
the action believed to be right. The belief that voting is right can be 
created or maintained by perceptions that voting is right, and 
eliminated by perceiving that voting is not right. That’s a belief-like 
direction of fit for the whole content of the judgment. Meanwhile, this 
belief can motivate someone to vote. That’s a desire-like direction of fit 
for the action believed to be right. So the content of the belief (that 
voting is right) could consistently have a different direction of fit from 
the part of its content that picked out the action it caused (voting). By 
not having incoherent directions of fit for either, it would escape 
Smith’s objection. This is one way that Smith’s argument doesn’t block 
beliefs from motivating action.

Now I’ll describe how the lack of a Desire–Belief Theory of Reasoning 
makes Smith’s view compatible with cognitivist internalism in another 
way. Moral judgments can be beliefs which generate new desires 
through reasoning. These new desires then are the immediate causes of 
motivation. On such a picture, moral judgments are beliefs, upholding 
cognitivism. They produce their own motivational force by creating 
motivationally potent desires through reasoning, upholding internalism. 
And all motivation issues immediately from Desire–Belief pairs, 
regardless of how the desires were made, upholding Smith’s weakly 
Humean view.

This is how Smith solves the puzzle. He sees the solution as coming 
from his ambiguous claim that “If an agent believes that she has a 
normative reason to φ, then she should rationally desire to φ” (148). 
This looks like a normative claim about what someone should desire, 
with no psychological consequences. Smith makes it look that way by 
putting it in his chapter against Humean views of normative reasons. (It 
would be an implausible normative claim—wildly mistaken beliefs about 

(p.10) 
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normative reasons don’t make it rational to desire in accordance with 
them.) But Smith isn’t just accepting a normative claim. He’s accepting 
the anti-Humean descriptive psychological claim that believing it’s 
rational to do something can, by reasoning, generate a desire to do it. 
As he writes, “the new desire is acquired precisely because it is 
believed to be required for us to be rational” (160). He counts this sort 
of desire-formation as reasoning, writing that when an evaluative belief 
“in itself” gives rise to a new desire in this way, “it seems entirely right 
and proper to suppose that this new desire has been arrived at by a 
rational method” (160). He adds that this psychological process

can also explain how we might come to lose old desires as well…
our belief that such desires are ad hoc may then cause us to lose 
them. And, if so, then it will seem sensible to describe this as a 
loss that is itself mandated by reason; as again straightforwardly 
analogous to the loss of an unjustifiable, because ad hoc, belief. 
(160)

So Smith’s solution requires rejecting the Desire–Belief Theory 
of Reasoning.

Smith discusses motivation at length because the Humean Theory 
completes the trilemma with cognitivism and internalism. His 
achievement is supposed to be solving the trilemma. His solution works 
because his weakly Humean view makes it a false trilemma. Had he 
called attention to how weakly he formulates the theory, the 
achievement of reconciling it with cognitivism and internalism would’ve 
looked less impressive, as it obviously would’ve been a false trilemma. 
And had he explicitly argued against the Desire–Belief Theory of 
Reasoning, it would’ve been clear that rejecting strong Humean views 
was essential to his solution. Instead, after discussing how Hume treats 
beliefs as having “no rational impact on our desires” (8) in the 
introduction of his book, he denies the Desire–Belief Theory of 
Reasoning without any sustained argument. He’s clear about being an 
anti-Humean about normative reasons, but this doesn’t entail anything 
interesting about descriptive psychology, and definitely not that beliefs 
about reasons can change our desires. So you could easily miss how 
weak Smith’s version of the Humean theory is, if you weren’t warned by 
his later work (2003, 2004). It isn’t the version that shaped our 
expectations about Humean views when we heard it from Hume 
himself, and which makes the trilemma genuine and hard. His project 
seems interesting because he initially seems to be a friend of strong 
Humean views, but he solves his puzzle by rejecting them.

(p.11) 
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This is why Smith’s formulation of the Humean theory isn’t interesting. 
It’s too weak to generate a real trilemma. As he proudly explains, we 
can accept it along with cognitivism and internalism. His book 
successfully demonstrates that it lacks the consequences that make 
Humean views metaethically interesting. My formulation forces us to 
choose only one of cognitivism and internalism, on pain of incapabilism 
about moral judgment. If you accept cognitivism and internalism, you 
can shrug at Smith’s formulation. But you must deny mine.

Hume writes that “Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the 
passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve and 
obey them” (2.3.3). On the standard interpretation ably defended by 
Elizabeth Radcliffe (1999), Hume’s view “concerns the incapacity of 
reason to generate the motivating passions in the first place, and not 
just the ineffectiveness of beliefs, without passions, to produce 
action” (101). Hume uses his theory in arguments with the structure of 
Smith’s puzzle. Radcliffe notes that Hume’s theory “provides crucial 
support for a famous claim in his argument against the moral 
rationalists” (102). But according to Smith, beliefs can eliminate our 
desires through reasoning, and can create new desires even in people 
who lack any desires. So to Smith, as to Stephen Darwall (1983), 
Thomas Nagel (1970), Immanuel Kant (1997), and Plato (380 BCE), 
reason is passion’s master rather than its slave. By weakening Hume’s 
theory, Smith leaves him defenseless against his rationalist foes, who 
now dominate metaethics. And so it’s true to this day that “the greatest 
part of moral philosophy, antient and modern” is founded on the 
“supposed pre-eminence of reason above passion.” The pre-eminence of 
reason is upheld even by the philosopher regarded as the 
greatest contemporary Humean about motivation.

Smith is no defender of Hume, but a traitor. Humeans don’t allow 
reason on its own to create and destroy passions. If they did, their view 
would be irrelevant to central metaethical debates. Smith’s solution to 
his puzzle reveals him as an enemy of any historically genuine and 
metaethically interesting Humean theory of motivation. I’ll use “the 
Humean Theory” to refer only to the formulation at the beginning of 
this book, since it’s the one that deserves Hume’s name.

(p.12) 
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1.3 Anti-Humean Views
The Humean Theory provides an ontologically simple psychological 
explanation of all human motivation and practical reasoning. It’s hard 
to imagine simpler plausible explanations of these phenomena. Its 
opponents fall into two categories. Many think that causal explanations 
of human motivation require a richer ontology of psychological states 
and processes than the Humean Theory allows. I’ll use the properties of 
desire to explain the phenomena they say Humeans can’t explain, and 
then use Occam’s razor to cut away their additional entities. Others 
reject all explanations of this kind. My strategy against them is to 
provide explanations too good to reject. I’ll discuss the former 
opponents at length before turning to the latter.

Kantians and other cognitivist internalists often present the traditional 
objection to the Humean Theory: accounting for the complexity of 
human psychology requires more motivational states than desire. One 
version of this objection, made by John Searle (2001), T. M. Scanlon 
(1998), J. G. Schurman (1894), W. R. Sorley (1919), and others whose 
last names don’t begin with S, is that the Humean Theory can’t explain 
the phenomenology of obligation. Our feelings about keeping 
burdensome promises differ from our feelings about going to fun 
parties. Claiming that the same mental state of desire motivates us in 
both cases doesn’t explain the difference in how we feel. I’ll respond in 
section 3.1, but for now I’m simply noting the basic structure of the 
objection. Anti-Humeans point to a feature of human psychology, and 
argue that the Humean Theory can’t explain it.

The litany of objections like this is long. Anti-Humeans claim that the 
Humean Theory can’t account for a vast range of psychological 
phenomena, including those involved in intention, willpower, weakness 
of will, answering questions, expressing emotions, acting on reasons, 
and agency. These objections sometimes come from Kantians who 
defend cognitivism and internalism, but also from philosophers with no 
such allegiances who regard the phenomena surrounding human 
motivation as too complex for the Humean Theory to be true.

If desire were merely a mental state that combined with means–end 
belief to move us about, many of these objections wouldn’t have 
answers. Much more happens when we act than behavior. We have 
different thoughts and feelings when we engage in different actions, 
and the objections to the Humean Theory illustrate this variety. 

Responding requires much more than a motivational account of 
desire. As Steven Arkonovich (2001) writes in response to Scanlon, “the 
true advantages and disadvantages of Humeanism cannot be made 
clear until more detailed treatment is given to our understanding of 

(p.13) 
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desire”, and “even the most passing reflection upon our desires must 
recognize that desires are not just states that assail us with various 
strengths, and then move us to bring about some very specific state of 
affairs” (518–19).

Purely motivational construals of desire explain very little about even 
the simplest cases of desire-driven action. The hungry person’s desire 
to eat doesn’t just cause the behavior of eating—it focuses attention on 
food and causes pleasure upon finding unexpected opportunities to eat. 
All other desires similarly affect our thoughts and feelings, so our 
account of human desire should involve much more than motivation. 
Chapter 2 describes how desire also causes pleasure and displeasure 
when we think of its object, directs attention towards its object, has 
stronger effects when its object is vividly represented, and is unaffected 
by many forms of reasoning that can change beliefs. All these effects 
are common to all desires, from those we feel in hunger and sexual lust 
to our desires to help others and do the right thing.

Those who defend views of motivation more complex than the Humean 
Theory would be foolish to deny that the states that move us when 
we’re hungry or lustful have these properties. So they can’t deny that 
desire, roughly as I characterize it, is a motivational state humans have. 
I’ll use such a rich account of desire to explain all the phenomena cited 
in the objections. These phenomena are caused by desire in 
combination with mental states like belief, imagination, and sensation 
that any good psychological theory will accept. Once we see how these 
mental states interact with each other, we can understand the 
phenomena.

My opponents use their counterexamples to argue that there are 
additional causal processes, so my explanations fit within a simpler 
psychological theory than theirs. They think explaining these 
phenomena requires motivational states other than desire, such as 
intention, willpower, or the freedom of rational beings to do something 
just because they believe they should do it. But they can’t plausibly 
deny that desire exists, and that it has the psychological effects I 
describe. Denying this will leave them unable to explain how we think, 
feel, and act in the simplest cases of pursuing food, water, sex, and 
love. Including motivational states that aren’t desire commits them to 
additional types of causal powers, so a psychology built around the 
Humean Theory will be simpler than one built around their views. If the 
Humean Theory accounts for all the phenomena, its simplicity will 
make it superior. Usually I’ll agree that things my opponents invoke are 
real (such as intention, willpower, and agency), and show that the 
motivation they produce simply is that of desire. Sometimes I’ll reject 
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the entities or processes they invoke (such as motivationally potent 
beliefs and libertarian free will). Both the former reductive move and 
the latter eliminative move preserve the Humean Theory’s simplicity, 
invoking no fundamental motivational states other than desire.

Richard Holton (2009) and Josh May (2013) caution us against 
appealing to simplicity too quickly. Holton writes, “We are evolved 
creatures; we should not expect our basic mechanisms to be uniformly 
simple and elegant. Rather than looking to reduce, philosophers would 
do better to explore the distinctions that our commonplace 
psychological thinking, and our commonplace psychological experience, 
suggest” (xiii). May writes, “The history of psychological theory has 
shown a trend in the proliferation of moving parts, such as types of 
mental states, processes, or modules. At this point, the value of even 
seeking to appeal to Occam’s razor is not immediately obvious, at least 
given the domain in which it is being employed” (800). They’re right 
that the data of psychology is complex, and that there are limits on the 
elegance we can expect from a theory that is supposed to address it. 
Even as I explain some motivational and deliberative phenomena in 
terms of desire and belief, I’ll invoke many other mental states that 
don’t have Desire–Belief explanations themselves, including sensation, 
imagination, attention, and tiredness.

Here I follow Einstein (1934): “It can scarcely be denied that the 
supreme goal of all theory is to make the irreducible basic elements as 
simple and as few as possible without having to surrender the adequate 
representation of a single datum of experience” (165). Of the theories 
best fitting the data, we should choose the one with the simplest 
ontology of fundamental explanatory entities. This respects the 
complexity of the psychological data that Holton and May describe, 
while also respecting simplicity considerations that save psychology 
from ruin. One can fit all the data just as well by invoking a thousand 
additional mental states, none of which affect the observable data, or 
whose effects on the data collectively cancel each other out in every 
case. One can similarly fit the data while drawing spurious 
psychological distinctions between desires on each day of the week, 
doing the same work with seven types of desire that a sane theory 
would do with one. Good criteria for theory choice should lead even 
those who initially accepted such absurdities to remove them from their 
theories. So simplicity, or something like it, must be one of our criteria. 
Any other way lies madness.

Simpler explanations are often deeper, telling us more about why things 
are the way they are. Regard intention as a fundamental psychological 
state irreducible to belief and desire, and you close your eyes to a 

(p.14) 
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further explanation of why intending something motivates us to do it 
and causes us to reason about how to achieve it. Regard intention as 
desire combined with means–end belief, and you can see why it drives 
motivation and reasoning—because it’s made of desire, and that’s what 
desires do. Of course, if this reductive story doesn’t fit our observations 
about intention, we should reject it. But if it fits the data, it provides a 
deeper and more satisfying account of how our minds work. Most of 
this book develops accounts of this kind. I consider a wide variety of 
data including my opponents’ supposed counterexamples, and show 
how a theory built around the Humean Theory provides simple, deep, 
and unified explanations of it all. Data elegantly explained becomes 
part of the evidence for a theory, and this book will turn anti-
Humean counterexamples into evidence for the Humean Theory.

Seeking simple explanations of a broad range of phenomena, we find 
laws of nature. Some theories of laws, such as those of David Lewis 
(1973) and Frank Ramsey (1977), treat simplicity and strength as 
essential for lawhood. Whether or not simplicity partially constitutes 
lawhood, it certainly helps us discover laws. Newton’s (1687) law of 
gravity was one of the great simplifications in the history of science, 
unifying earthly and celestial gravitation under one principle. I follow 
this well-trodden path in using the simplicity and explanatory power of 
the Humean Theory to argue that it’s a psychological law, so that 
cognitivist internalism renders humans incapable of moral judgment.

We seek the simplest total psychological theory, not the simplest 
explanation of any individual phenomenon. Often an individually simple 
account of one phenomenon should be rejected because it adds new 
fundamental entities to our total psychological theory. Otherwise no 
phenomenon could be explained by multiple factors—it’s always simpler 
individually to invoke a single new fundamental force that provides a 
full explanation, cluttering our overall theory with a fundamental force 
for each phenomenon. Unfortunately, I can’t actually explain all of 
psychology, or this book wouldn’t fit in a backpack. So I’ll show that the 
Humean Theory provides the simplest explanation of the broad range of 
psychological phenomena connected to motivation, while not 
interfering with good explanations elsewhere in psychology. There’s 
more to say about how to apply simplicity, but it’ll make more sense 
when we’ve got into the details of the cases, so I’ll postpone it for then.

Another class of opponents can only be indirectly addressed in this 
book—those who reject psychological explanations in which desires and 
beliefs are causes. They may deny that commonsense folk-psychological 
states like desire and belief exist, or that these mental states causally 
explain actions. Eliminative materialists like William Ramsey et al. 
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(1990) and Paul Churchland (1981) think today’s folk psychology will be 
superseded by a future science of the mind that doesn’t use quaint 
notions like desire and belief, and explains far more using terms yet to 
be invented. Desire and belief will then join phlogiston and luminiferous 
ether on the pile of rejected scientific entities. Wittgensteinians like 
Elizabeth Anscombe (1957) and Charles Taylor (1964) think that 
explanations involving desires and beliefs are fine in their way, but that 
they aren’t actually causal explanations. Perhaps they instead serve 
some socially important purpose distinct from causal explanation, like 
helping us understand each other as rational agents.

As Jerry Fodor (1987) explains, Desire–Belief explanations have the 
predictive power of genuine causal explanations. Suppose there’s a 
long line of people waiting to check in at the ticket counter of a busy 
airport. Which empirical test lets us predict where they’ll sleep tonight? 
Figuring out the physics of the whole world and feeding it into a 
ridiculously powerful computer is one way to get the answer. I don’t 
know that much physics or have such a nice computer, but I still have a 
really good test: asking them. They’ll express their beliefs about 
where they’re going or their intentions to get there. In most cases the 
places they name, out of all the places in the universe, will be the 
places they sleep. The theory predicts even more—which city names on 
the loudspeakers will sustain their attention, and which flight delays 
will displease them. As Fodor writes, “the theory from which we get this 
extraordinary predictive power is just good old commonsense belief / 
desire psychology” (3).

When a theory accurately predicts diverse phenomena, it’s reasonable 
to infer real causal structures in the world that underlie its predictions, 
explaining the predicted events. Meteorology, geology, and chemistry 
generate powerful predictions, so we regard them as describing real 
causal structures. We should regard Desire–Belief explanations as 
causal in whatever way meteorological, geological, and chemical 
explanations are. They all earn this status by being robustly predictive 
empirical theories. If broader philosophical commitments lead you to 
deny that hurricanes, tectonic plates, and acids are causes, I can see 
why you won’t think desires are causes. But if you accept that those 
things are causes, you should think the same of desires.

The intentionality of psychological states (their being about things) 
doesn’t stop them from being causes. Since psychology invokes 
intentionality while neuroscience and physics don’t, some philosophers 
think psychological explanation can’t be grounded in explanations at 
these lower levels. This might make dualism and eliminativism our only 
options. But higher-level sciences often invoke things that don’t appear 
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at lower levels without dualist or eliminativist consequences. 
Hurricanes and tectonic plates are entities of higher-level theories that 
physics doesn’t name. Instead of concluding that they’re immaterial or 
unreal, we see them as constituted by entities from physics. We can do 
the same with desires. Fodor (1974) and Jaegwon Kim (1992) offer 
competing metaphysical accounts of how desire relates to lower-level 
entities, both of which suit the Humean Theory.

Lewis (1970), Rudolf Carnap (1963), and Frank Ramsey (1977) 
developed a way to determine the physical realizers of psychological 
states, grounding psychological causation in physical causation. As the 
details of Ramsification are technical, I’ll offer a metaphor. Psychology 
draws a map of how psychological states causally relate to each other 
and to other things. If this map is detailed enough, laying it on top of a 
map of causation from physics will reveal which physical things play the 
causal roles of psychological states. Those physical things constitute 
the psychological states. Even if physics doesn’t say in its language that 
anything is “about eating”, it lets the physical stuff constituting desires 
that are about eating cause the physical event constituting eating.

Neuroscientific research collected by Timothy Schroeder in Three 
Faces of Desire (2004) supports the psychological reality of desire. 
Schroeder identifies neurological connections between the regions of 
the brain responsible for representing certain states of affairs as 
rewards and the regions responsible for motivation and pleasure. These 
connections track the folk-psychological properties that an intuitive 
functional characterization of desire would involve, and that I’ll 
describe in Chapter 2. If you suspect that neuroscience will show 
that many of our psychological terms don’t correspond to natural kinds, 
you should still expect ‘desire’ to survive.

It matters that Desire–Belief explanations are causal, like other 
scientific explanations, because I’ll defend the Humean Theory as one 
defends a causal theory in science. I’ll criticize other theories for poorly 
fitting the data and employing unnecessary entities. If psychological 
explanations are like other scientific explanations, these are the 
arguments to use. But the debate might take a different shape if 
psychological explanations are normative judgments, or part of a social 
language-game that doesn’t describe anything, or of some unscientific 
kind that only the Pittsburgh senior faculty can name.

I don’t have much more to say to those who think desires aren’t real, or 
that they only figure in non-causal explanations. My arguments that 
desires are real causes of psychological phenomena will be more 
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seductive than deductive. Appreciate the beauty of Humean 
explanations, and you’ll accept that desires are real things that cause 
us to act and feel pleasure.

1.4 Developing a Psychological Theory
The Humean Theory is a psychological theory that uses desire and 
other mental states to explain empirical data. I’ll describe the way I 
understand the task of building such a theory, and the methods I’ll 
employ in doing so.

In folk psychology, as within many sciences, there are different theories 
which make different predictions, and whose advocates disagree. When 
Hume claimed that reason couldn’t motivate action or oppose passion 
in directing the will, he was part of a folk-psychological debate against 
Platonists, Aristotelians, and eventually Kantians. The Humean Theory 
remains very controversial within folk psychology. I’ll defend it on 
grounds of its simplicity and explanatory power.

I’ll draw on many sources of evidence: commonsense knowledge of how 
people think and act, analysis of concepts like “belief” and “desire”, 
introspection about present experience, experimental results from 
psychology, and discoveries from neuroscience. Folk psychology serves 
us well in predicting how those around us will behave and feel, provides 
a useful beginning for theorizing, and can be improved by scientific 
research. Introspection doesn’t provide reliable direct access to the 
causal processes in our minds, but it’s reliable about matters of 
immediate experience like whether one currently feels pleasure. 
Intuitive psychological theories should be revised to more elegantly 
explain introspective data about when people experience pleasure and 
various emotions. Hume built his theory using these old and ordinary 
methods of psychological theorizing, and I’ll use them too.

Experimental psychologists and neuroscientists will ultimately discover 
whether the Humean Theory is true. This book provides systematic 
explanations of some empirical data, particularly on moral judgment, 
willpower, and desire itself. As psychology and neuroscience are still 
young, I can’t rely on them as heavily as future defenders of the 
Humean Theory might. Colin Klein (2010) notes difficulties in 
understanding what neural imaging tells us about the brain, and 
further difficulties in applying knowledge of the brain to psychological 
theory. Psychology itself is currently in the midst of a replication crisis, 
with many widely cited results not recurring when other researchers 
attempt the experiments. It’s hard to know which results will hold up, 
and I can’t be confident that all the seemingly well-confirmed 
experimental phenomena I try to explain will be replicated. Even so, 
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developing precise accounts of basic psychological components like 
desire and showing how they combine into simple explanations of these 
complex phenomena may be useful. If subtle differences in 
experimental procedure are causing replication failures, a well-
articulated general theory might help us discover what those 
differences are. I hope the theory I develop will be useful in this way. 
Perhaps it’s ambitious for a philosopher to offer help in solving this 
problem, but the Humean Theory is an ambitious theory.

If I say some surprising things about desire (for example, that we can 
desire past events, or that desire can make us draw inferences in 
mathematical reasoning), please understand that this often happens 
with natural kinds appearing in scientific explanations. New evidence 
can push us to surprising new theories about them. Water is composed 
of two different elements, each of which on their own are gases. 
Surprise! Well, it was a big surprise in 1800. Scientists accepted this 
surprising claim because electrolyzing water produced these gases, and 
used it to explain what water does. We can know some things about 
desire through conceptual analysis, for example that it motivates action 
when combined with a means–end belief. We learn many other things 
empirically, for example that the causal powers of desires increase as 
their objects are represented more vividly.

We’re decades from having enough good empirical data for Humeans to 
triumphantly declare checkmate, or even mate in three. But even at this 
stage of the game, I can show that the Humean Theory is in a winning 
position, as the usual objections to it aren’t genuine threats. I’ll develop 
an account of desire that can defend the Humean Theory against the 
standard attacks, leaving it with a material advantage. The moves I 
suggest will leave the Humean Theory poised for victory as we enter 
the empirical endgame.

I hope psychology and neuroscience will, within a century, show that 
the claims in this book are true, or minor revisions from the truth. But 
even if my claims are unsalvageably false, I’ll have accomplished 
something if presenting them clearly helps us understand how 
psychological evidence bears on philosophical debates about the nature 
of moral judgment. It’ll be wonderful if psychologists and 
neuroscientists read this book and see how their research could help us 
answer longstanding philosophical questions. And while I work on the 
Humean Theory to fight the Kantians, I hope it will be useful to 
nonphilosophers who care about psychology only for its own sake. This 
makes it important for me to write in a simple and nontechnical style, 
making this book accessible to readers outside philosophy.
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My writing is sometimes colorful. I hope this never reduces 
clarity, but instead helps you more quickly see what I mean. I have a lot 
to tell you, and sometimes an unusual style helps me say it in fewer 
words. After working on the Humean Theory for sixteen years, I have 
some of the feelings that it would have if theories had feelings. 
Expressing how I feel may help you understand how the Humean 
Theory explains phenomena and relates to other theories. Maybe robots 
or angels would understand everything faster in dry prose. But this 
book is written for and about humble descendants of apes, like me.

1.5 The Rest of this Book
Here’s how I’ll defend the Humean Theory in the rest of this book.

Chapter 2 lays out the properties of desire which the rest of the book 
invokes. Section 2.1 describes how desire motivates action when 
combined with means–end belief. Section 2.2 describes how desire 
causes pleasure when the subjective probability of satisfaction 
increases, or when we vividly imagine its object. Section 2.3 describes 
how desire directs attention towards things we associate with its 
object. As section 2.4 describes, vivid sensory or imaginative 
representations associated with objects of desire amplify these effects. 
Section 2.5 describes how desire, unlike belief, can only be changed 
through instrumental reasoning.

Chapter 3 invokes desire’s hedonic effects to answer counterexamples 
to the Humean Theory. Section 3.1 addresses the feeling of obligation in 
its more and less intensely felt forms. Section 3.2 argues that feelings 
accompanying new moral motivation formed through reasoning are 
evidence of pre-existing desire. Section 3.3 argues that desire is 
necessary for us to express our beliefs in response to questions. Section
3.4 addresses actions that express emotions. Section 3.5 describes how 
motivation to bring about a state of affairs is correlated with pleasure 
in thinking of it, providing evidence for the Humean Theory.

Chapter 4 presents the emotional perception model of moral judgment. 
Section 4.1 describes how desire-laden emotional responses both 
motivate us and cause feelings that cause beliefs about objective moral 
properties. Section 4.2 clarifies this model’s commitments to 
cognitivism, externalism, and the Humean Theory. Section 4.3 likens 
the way moral feeling causes moral belief to the naive view of color 
perception, on which visual experiences cause beliefs that things have 
objective color properties. Section 4.4 describes psychological research 
supporting the emotional perception model. Section 4.5 introduces the 
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experientialist analysis of moral concepts as applying to objective 
properties represented by accurate moral feelings.

Chapter 5 uses desire’s attentional effects to explain diverse 
phenomena. Section 5.1 describes how desire directs attention to 
believed means for attaining its object, making desire and belief 
combine in reasoning. As Section 5.2 emphasizes, this explanation 
reduces agential rational capacities to effects of desire. Section 5.3
explains how we know what we’re doing when we act. Section 5.4
discusses the phenomenon of transparency, where we move from 
asking whether to believe someone’s claim to asking whether it’s true. 
Section 5.5 shows how the Humean Theory helps to explain 
daydreaming.

Chapter 6 presents a Desire–Belief account of intention. Section 6.1
presents an account of intentions as desires combined with means–end 
beliefs, which cause action when we believe the means is available. 
Section 6.2 explains when intentions control conduct, resist 
reconsideration, exclude intentions inconsistent with them, and drive 
further reasoning. Section 6.3 explains how humans can spontaneously 
form intentions in complex situations despite our cognitive limitations. 
Section 6.4 explains why pleasant and unpleasant feelings accompany 
various ways of reflecting on our intentions. Section 6.5 defends a 
reduction of group intention to individual intention.

Chapter 7 uses the way vivid sensory and imaginative representations 
make our passions more violent to explain phenomena that opposing 
theories handle poorly. Section 7.1 discusses procrastination. Section 

7.2 shows how the Humean Theory explains akrasia in terms of the 
vividness of temptation. Section 7.3 argues that this explanation of 
akrasia gives the Humean Theory an advantage over a rationalist 
theory. Section 7.4 argues against regarding desires merely as 
perceptual states that lead to motivational beliefs. Section 7.5 shows 
how the Humean Theory allows us to systematically explain irrational 
behavior, contradicting a normativist view of psychology. Section 7.6
explains alief in terms of how vivid representations affect desire.

Chapter 8 presents an attention-redirection account of willpower. 
Section 8.1 explains how exercising willpower involves redirecting 
attention away from vividly represented temptation or towards goals. 
Section 8.2 explains why willpower can involve effort, be weakened by 
ego depletion, and be trained. Section 8.3 demonstrates that the 
account allows the strongest desires to always motivate us. Section 8.4
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locates this account within the dual-process framework popular in 
contemporary psychology.

Chapter 9 discusses how we consider reasons. Section 9.1 provides a 
Humean model of perceiving and acting on reasons. Section 9.2
explains how advice about our reasons can motivate us if we know a 
little about our desires. Section 9.3 explains how self-knowledge about 
action makes some options look possible to us. Section 9.4 explains how 
self-knowledge lets virtuous people avoid weighing their reasons to act 
wrongly. Section 9.5 explains how we can choose which of our reasons 
to act on. Section 9.6 argues that Platonic facts about reasons aren’t 
indispensable for deliberation. Section 9.7 argues that morality isn’t 
about reasons.

Chapter 10 discusses agency and the self. Section 10.1 offers a Humean 
account of agency on which one’s self is constituted by all of one’s 
desires and no other motivational states. Section 10.2 explains how this 
view locates the self in action. Section 10.3 shows how this view 
explains the unity of the self better than a contemporary Kantian view. 
Section 10.4 shows how the Humean Theory solves two puzzles 
about character. Section 10.5 argues that alienated action involves 
genuine agency despite its unusual features. Section 10.6 explains why 
compulsive action doesn’t involve agency: it doesn’t involve a 
motivational state with the hedonic properties of desire. Section 10.7
describes the fundamental difference between Kantian and Humean 
views of selfhood.

Chapter 11 applies the Humean Theory to metaethics. Section 11.1
describes how accounts of moral judgment can fall into incapabilism if 
they invoke motivational processes that the Humean Theory denies. 
Section 11.2 describes how cognitivist internalism falls into 
incapabilism. Section 11.3 describes the problems that the Humean 
Theory creates for Smith’s version of cognitivist internalism. Section 

11.4 describes how recent noncognitivists’ creativity in inventing new 
motivational states leads them to incapabilism. Section 11.5 presents 
the Humean Theory, cognitivism, and externalism as the best solution 
to the puzzle. Section 11.6 argues that philosophical psychology should 
return to a Humean methodology.

If you’re reading two chapters at a time, reading an odd-numbered 
chapter and the following even-numbered chapter is usually best. 1 and 
2 present the Humean Theory and the account of desire I’ll use to 
defend it. 3 invokes the Hedonic Aspect, which 4 uses in an account of 
moral judgment. 5 invokes the Attentional Aspect, which 6 uses in an 
account of intention. 7 invokes Amplification by Vividness, which 8 uses 
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in an account of willpower. (Since 8 is short, reading a few sections of 9 
might even things out.) The rest of 9, 10, and 11 make a good final 
chunk, addressing reasoning and agency, and then exploring the 
consequences of the Humean Theory for metaethics. For a graduate 
seminar full of smart and hard-working students, I recommend doing it 
in three parts: 1–3, 4–7, and 8–11.


