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RESUMO

O objetivo desse trabalho ¢ motivar e defender a tese de que a vontade ¢ a fonte de nossas
acdes. De acordo com o modelo volicionalista que defenderei, nds somos dotados de vontade,
uma capacidade de tomar decisdes. Quando agimos intencionalmente e por uma razao, a
atividade da vontade ¢ parte da etiologia da agdo. Isto €, parte do que explica a agdo ¢ o fato
de que o agente exercitou sua vontade de maneira a decidir agir a luz de certa consideragao.
Ademais, de acordo com esse modelo, a atividade da vontade ndo pode ser reduzida as
operagdes de desejos ou juizos normativos. O agente, por meio de sua vontade, desempenha
um papel irredutivel na producdo de suas agdes. Minha defesa desse modelo emerge
gradualmente da critica de modelos alternativos. Em primeiro lugar, eu rejeito a ideia de que
somos movidos por desejos compreendidos como for¢as motivacionais. Eu argumento que
essa ideia ¢ incompativel com a existéncia de casos de incentivos multiplos (isto €, casos nos
quais o agente tem mais de um incentivo para agir mas nos quais seu motivo corresponde a
apenas um desses incentivos). Para dar conta de tais casos, no6s temos que atribuir a agentes a
capacidade de determinar ativamente os objetivos visados por suas acdes. Essa capacidade ¢ a
vontade do agente. Em segundo lugar, eu sustento que casos de incentivos multiplos mostram
que a vontade ndo pode ser compreendida como a capacidade de identificar razdes para agdo e
pesa-las de modo a chegar a um veredicto normativo sobre o que devemos fazer. Antes,
devemos conceber a vontade como razdo pratica, entendida como a capacidade de se engajar
em episodios de raciocinio que concluem ndo em juizos normativos mas em intengdes. Apds
argumentar em favor da concep¢do da vontade como razao pratica, me volto para o modelo
padrao da acdo, segundo o qual nossas acdes sdo causadas por pares desejo-crenga. Sustento
que uma vez que recusamos a nogao de forcas motivacionais, desejos (no sentido amplo que
defensores do modelo padrao usam o termo) apenas podem ser compreendidos como
disposi¢oes para decidir agir a luz de certas consideragdes e que, consequentemente, 0 modelo
padrao colapsa no modelo volicionalista. Isso encerra minha defesa da tese de que nos nao
somos movidos por nossos desejos, mas antes determinamos nosso proprio comportamento
por meio do exercicio da nossa vontade. Por fim, argumento que devemos compreender a
vontade ndo como a capacidade de decidir a luz de nossas crengas, mas antes como a
capacidade de decidir a luz de fatos — uma capacidade que ndo ¢ perfeitamente exercitada
quando decidimos agir a luz de uma crenga (mesmo que verdadeira).

Palavras-chave: Vontade; Motivacdo; Desejos, Metas; Razdes.



ABSTRACT

The goal of this work is to motivate and defend the view that the will is the source of our
actions. According to the volitionalist model I will defend, we are endowed with a will, a
capacity to make decisions. When we act intentionally and for a reason, the activity of the will
is part of the etiology of the action. That is, part of what explains an action is the fact that the
agent has exercised her will so as to decide to act in light of a particular consideration.
Furthermore, according to this model, the activity of the will cannot be reduced to the
operation of desires or normative judgments. The agent, through her will, plays an irreducible
role in the production of her actions. My defense of this model emerges gradually from the
criticism of alternative models. First, I reject the idea that we are moved by desires conceived
of as motivational forces. I argue that this idea is incompatible with the existence of multiple-
incentives cases (i.e., cases in which the agent has more than one incentive to act but in which
her motive corresponds to only one of these incentives). In order to account for such cases, we
have to ascribe to agents the capacity to actively determine the goals at which their actions
aim. This capacity is the agent’s will. Second, I argue that multiple-incentives cases show that
the will cannot be understood as the capacity to identify reasons to action and to weigh them
in order to reach normative verdicts about what we should do. Rather, we should conceive of
the will as practical reason, understood as the capacity to engage in pieces of reasoning that
conclude not in normative judgments but in intentions. Having argued for the conception of
the will as practical reason, I turn to the standard model of action, according to which our
actions are caused by belief-desire pairs. I argue that once we abandon the notion of
motivational forces, desires (in the broad sense in which supporters of the standard model use
the term) can only be understood as dispositions to decide to act in light of certain
considerations and, consequently, that the standard model collapses on the volitionalist model.
That concludes my defense of the view that we are not moved by desires, but rather determine
our own behavior through the exercise of our will. Lastly, I argue that the will should be
understood not as a capacity to decide in light of our beliefs, but rather as a capacity to decide
in light of facts — a capacity that is not perfectly exercised when we decide to act in light of a
belief (even if it is true).

Key words: Will; Motivation; Desires; Goals; Reasons.
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Introduction

1. The Volitionalist Model

Philosophers have long wondered about the psychological basis of motivation.
During the modern period, a central debate concerned the relative roles of reason and the
passions in the production of action. The contemporary heirs of this debate prefer to ask
whether normative judgments, concerning our reasons for action, can move us to act by
themselves or if they require the aid of desires. Some argue that only desires can move us.
Some argue that only the recognition of reasons can move us. And yet others argued that both
judgments and desires are sources of motivation and can conflict. The question this
dissertation deals with also concerns the sources of motivation. The main idea I shall defend
is that the will is the source of our actions, at least when we act for a reason, and that its

activity cannot be reduced to the motivational effects of desires or normative judgments.

The view can be summarized as follows: we are endowed with a will, a capacity
to make decisions. When we act intentionally and for a reason, the activity of the will is part
of the etiology of the action. That is, part of what explains an action is the fact that the agent
has exercised her will so as to decide to act in light of a particular consideration. The activity
of the will that leads to action consists in practical reasoning. Indeed, the will just is practical
reason. But practical reason is not a capacity to engage in pieces of reasoning that conclude in
normative judgments about our reasons for action. Rather, it is a capacity to engage in pieces
of reasoning that conclude in an intention. Following Hieronymi (2011), we can understand
practical reasoning as the activity of settling the question of whether to perform a particular
action. The considerations that settle the question for the agent are the reasons in light of
which the agent decides to act. As such, the will is a capacity to form intentions in light of
certain considerations the agent treats as reasons to act. Intentions, rather than being caused
by other mental states (such as desires), are the product of the activity of the will. Intentions
are best understood as plans of action, that specify a goal and a strategy to achieve that goal.
To form an intention is to settle on a plan of action. Once a plan is in place, it will lead to
action when the time comes (as long as it is not forgotten or revised). According to this view,
then, what explains an action is not simply a mental state, such as a belief-desire pair or a

normative judgment, but rather the complex fact that (i) the agent, through the exercise of her



will, decided to act in light of a consideration, (ii) thereby formed a corresponding intention

and (ii1) eventually executed that intention.

These claims form the core of what I will call the volitionalist model of our
motivational psychology. This presentation of the model is bound to raise a number of
questions. To some, this view may seem perfectly trivial, to others, highly implausible or even

a version of a long-refuted theory. Some clarification is in order.

1.1. The Modern Theory of the Will

First, it is important to distinguish the view I am going to defend from what
Hyman calls the modern theory of the will (Hyman, 2015, p.1). What is distinctive of the
latter view is the claim that we have to postulate the will in order to distinguish voluntary
from involuntary actions. A voluntary action is one that originates in the will. In particular,
what makes an action voluntary is the fact that it is caused by a conscious choosing or willing,

a volition, which is an act or an operation of the will.

This view is vulnerable to a very compelling objection. As Ryle (1949, p.67) has
argued, it leads to a dilemma: are the volitions, the acts of the will, themselves voluntary or
involuntary? If a volition is voluntary, then it must issue from a prior volition and that from
yet another and so on — we face a regress. If it is involuntary, then how can the actions that
follow from it be voluntary? If an involuntary thought makes me blush, and I cannot stop
myself from blushing once the thought has occurred to me, then my blushing is involuntary as
well. It would seem that in much the same way, if an involuntary volition makes the act, and I
cannot stop myself from acting given the volition, then the action that issues from the volition

is involuntary as well.

Ryle’s dilemma is a powerful objection to the theory of volitions considered as
a theory of voluntariness. Because the modern theory postulates the will in order to explain
voluntariness, it is vulnerable to the objection. Although the view I am going to defend shares
the idea that the actions we perform for a reason are always the product of the activity of the
will, it differs from the modern theory of the will in that it does not postulate the will in order
to distinguish between voluntary and involuntary actions. I hold that whenever we act for a
reason, the activity of the will is part of the etiology of the action and its role cannot be
reduced to the role of mental states as desires or normative judgments. This view is perfectly

compatible with the claim that an action that is the product of the activity of the will can be
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involuntary (if, for instance, it was performed due to duress or coercion). It also admits that,
to the extent that actions that are not done for reasons can be voluntary, actions that do not
originate in the will can be voluntary. If actions that are not done for reasons cannot be
voluntary, the explanation of that fact is not to be found in the fact that they do not originate

in the will, but in the connection between voluntariness and acting for a reason.

Rather than postulating the will in order to distinguish between voluntary and
involuntary actions, the view I am going to defend postulates the will as a way of accounting
for a special ability we have. We are capable of setting goals for our actions, not only in the
sense of deciding to do something in light of the fact that it will contribute to something that
we care about, but in the sense that we can decide to do something with a view to a particular
goal, even when it would make perfect sense for us to perform the same action with a view to
another goal. We can, for instance, decide to act with a view to helping someone, and only
that, even when we know that the action we will perform is also a means to another goal we
cherish. It is in order to account for this ability that we have to postulate the will — or so I shall

argue.

One could insist that Ryle’s dilemma still poses a threat. If actions originate from
the will and acts of the will are themselves actions, then we have a potential regress in our
hands. But this objection rests on a misconception of the volitionalist model I will defend.
According to this model, whenever we act for a reason, our action is the product of the
activity of the will. The activity of the will, however, is not itself an intentional action done
for a reason. That does not mean that it is something that merely occurs to the agent either.
Rather, it is an active process, a process of practical reasoning, of which the agent is the
subject. Even if it is not an intentional action done for a reason (at least not always), practical

reasoning is something the agent does.

1.2. Volitions

It is also important to distinguish the view I defend from other forms of
contemporary volitionalism. It is usual to distinguish between reductionist theories of action
and anti-reductionist theories of action. According to the latter, the role the agent plays in the
production of her action cannot be reduced to the role mental states or events play in that
process. According to the former, the role the agent plays in the production of her action can

be reduced to the role mental states or events play in that process. According to one



reductionist view, for instance, for an agent to decide to act in light of a certain consideration
is simply for her action to be caused in the appropriate way by a belief-desire pair of hers. In
that way, the contribution of the agent to the production of the action (the decision) is reduced
to the operation of certain mental-states. In contrast, anti-reductionist views hold that this

reduction cannot succeed.

A somewhat popular anti-reductionist view holds that acts of the will (volitions)
are basic mental actions that can cause the agent’s body to move but are themselves not
caused by other mental states, such as desires or normative judgments. Rather, they are the
result of the agent’s exercise of her power or capacity to will. Because this capacity is not
reduced to other mental states, the agent has an irreducible role to play in the production of
actions. Views along these lines have been defended by Ginet (1997) and Lowe (2008, p.148).
According to these views, volitions are the immediate cause of the action or, more precisely,
the agent’s movement. In order to cause her arm to move the agent wills her arm to move, that
1s, forms a volition that her arm is to move. This volition is a mental action that amounts to
her trying to move her arm. Indeed, Ginet holds that when the agent succeeds in moving, the
volition is perceived by the agent as a feeling that she made the movement occur (Ginet,
1997, p.89). For that to be the case, the volition must be something that accompanies or

immediately precedes the movement.

This is not the view I am going to defend. According to my view, the will is a
capacity for practical reasoning. To exercise the will is to engage in practical reasoning. And
the product of practical reasoning is an intention, a plan. Of course, a plan is not an action, so
what results from the activity of the will is not a mental action. Whether executing the plan by
performing certain bodily movements will require some basic mental actions is a question
about which my view remains silent. One could argue that the very activity of engaging in
practical reasoning can be seen as a mental action. And even thought, according to my view,
an episode of practical reasoning cannot cause a bodily movement directly, it can result in the
adoption of a plan which can eventually lead to action. In that sense, the activity of the will
can cause actions. But even if we admit that, acts of the will, as I conceive of it, fall short of
the volitions postulated by Ginet and Lowe. According to them, a volition can amount to the
act of trying to do something: trying to move one’s arm is constituted by the agent's willing
her arm to move. But clearly, settling on a plan in light of a consideration cannot amount to

trying to move. Furthermore, Ginet holds that a volition can have the phenomenological
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quality of seeming to the agent as if she made the movement of her body occur. But the
activity of the will as I conceive of it, cannot be experienced by the agent as the feeling that
she is causing her movements, simply because a complete exercise of the will may take place
long before any action or even fail to lead to action (as when we form a plan but latter forget

about it completely).

Therefore, the will, as I conceive of it, is not a power to produce volitions,
understood as basic mental actions, but rather a capacity for practical reasoning. Nevertheless,
the view I am going to defend qualifies as an anti-reductionist theory of action. It holds that
the agent has an irreducible role to play in the production of action. As I said, according to my
view, what explains an action is the complex fact that the agent engaged in practical
reasoning, thereby formed an intention and eventually executed it. The role the agent plays is
that of the reasoner. And the activity of reasoning or deciding cannot be reduced to the
operation of other mental states, such as desires. Therefore, even if agents do not have an
irreducible role to play in initiating movement and action, they play an irreducible role

upstream in the causal chain that leads to action.

1.3. The Will and Desires

A third clarification concerns the relation between the will and desires or pro-
attitudes in general. According to the volitionalist model I am going to defend, actions are
explained by a complex fact that includes the fact that the agent exercised her will in a
particular way. Does that mean that the activity of the will cannot be explained by appeal to
further mental states, such as desires and beliefs? No. The volitionalist model is compatible
with the view that belief-desire pairs can explain, even cause, the activity of the will that
figures in the explanation of the action. But is not the activity of the will reduced then to a
mere epiphenomenon, an unnecessary step between desire and action? And is it not false then
that the will is the source of our actions? If our desires cause the activity of the will, is it not

true that the source of our actions is in our desires, not in the will? I do not think so.

The word “desire” can be understood in more than one way. What we usually
mean by “desires” is what I will call, in chapter 3, “substantive desires”. A substantive desire
is a mental state such that it makes sense to ask whether or not an agent desired to act as she
did. In this sense, one can, for instance, attend a meeting even though one has no desire to do

so. One can decide to do something one has no substantive desire to do. In that case, the
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source of the action is in the will and the activity of the will that results in the decision is not
explained nor caused by a substantive desire. Clearly, this is not the sense of “desire” that

raises problems for the volitionalist model.

Philosophers usually use “desire” in a different sense. In this sense, it is
impossible to intentionally do something one does not want or desire to do. In this sense, if
one decides to go to the meeting, then one has a desire to go to the meeting. It is in this broad
sense of “desire” that it makes sense to claim that the activity of the will can always be
explained, even caused, by desires. The problem is to explain what desires, in this broad
sense, are. According to the volitionalist model, desires in this sense are simply dispositions to
decide in light of certain considerations. To decide to act in light of a consideration is to
engage in practical reasoning — is to settle the question of whether to act. Now, that is exactly
what the activity of the will consists in. Therefore, desires, in this broad sense, are nothing but
dispositions to engage in the activity of the will in a particular way. They can only manifest in
the agent engaging in practical reasoning in a particular way. Even if desires cause the activity
of the will, therefore, the episode of practical reasoning in which the exercise of the will
consists is not a dispensable step in the causal chain that leads to action. Desires, in the broad

sense, can only be understood by reference to that very activity.

Admitting that desires cause the activity of the will, which results in intentions,
which, in their turn, lead to action, is perfectly compatible, therefore, with an anti-reductionist
theory of action. Even if the desires cause the agent’s practical reasoning to take a certain
course, it is still the agent that is doing the reasoning. Given that the episode of practical
reasoning is an indispensable link in the causal chain leading to action, the agent still has an

irreducible role to play in the production of action.

Is it not true, however, that once we admit that desires can cause the activity of the
will we have to admit that the source of our actions is in our desires and not on the will? No.
Because desires, in the broad sense, can only be understood as dispositions to decide in light
of certain considerations, to ascribe a desire to an agent is simply to register her disposition to
reason practically in a particular fashion. To be moved by a desire is to manifest that
disposition, and when the agent manifest that disposition, she is moved by the activity of her

will. I defend this view in chapter 4.
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2. Overview of the Argument

According to the volitionalist model, then, when we act for a reason, the activity
of the will plays an irreducible and central role in the etiology of the action. My defense of

this model will emerge gradually from the criticism of alternative models.

According to a popular view, our motivational processes take the following form:
certain mental states (such as beliefs, belief-desire pairs or belief pairs) or certain mental
operations (such as the weighing of pro tanto reasons) produce in us motivations to perform
certain actions. These motivations are conceived as forces. They have a particular intensity
and a certain direction. Motivations whose directions coincide can combine their strengths,
thus producing a stronger composite motivation. The agent is moved by the strongest
motivational force at play in the struggle for the determination of her behavior. This simple
schema can be developed in a number of ways. One can hold that the agent’s motivations
always correspond to or are determined by her belief-desire pairs. According to the crudest
version of this view, the agent is completely passive with respect to the determination of her
behavior — she is effectively reduced to the condition of an observer of the power struggle that
takes place within her. Some philosophers supplement this view with the idea that the agent
has an active role to play in the creation and suppression of non-derived desires and, in that
way, can contribute to the determination of her own behavior. Others suggest that the agent
can be identified with a particular desire, namely, the desire to act according to her reasons,
and can take part in the determination of her behavior by forming normative judgments that
direct the motivational force of that desire. Yet another option is to hold that motivational
forces are not produced by belief-desire pairs, but rather by normative beliefs, or pairs of
normative beliefs and factual beliefs or by the mental operation of weighing pro tanto
reasons. In this case, the agent has an active and direct role to play in the production of her

motivations and, consequently, in the production of her actions.

I will argue, in chapters 1 and 2, that this model, independently of how it is
developed, is false. We are not moved by motivational forces in dispute, regardless of what
the source of these motivation happens to be and regardless of the extent of the control we

have over them.

My starting point, in chapter 1, will be the discussion of the question about how

are the intentions with which we act in a particular case determined. A statement of the form
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“agent S did action A with the intention of G-ing” informs us about the goal at which action A
was aimed. The question is how are the goals at which our actions aim determined. It is
commonly held that the goal at which an action aims (and, therefore, the intention with which
the agent acts) is specified by the belief-desire pairs in light of which the action seems
appealing to the agent. In fact, I will argue in chapter 1 that this view is implied by the idea
that our behavior is determined by motivational forces which correspond to our belief-desire
pairs. I will refer to this idea as hydraulic model of our motivational psychology, because it is
a way of expressing the view that our behavior is determined by the power struggle between
our impulses. I then argue that the view that the goals of an action are fixed by the belief-
desire pairs that render the action appealing to the agent is false. My argument is simple: there
are multiple-incentives cases (that is, cases in which an agent has more than one incentive to
act but in which her motive for acting corresponds to only one of these incentives) and the
view that the goals of our actions correspond to our belief-desire pairs is incompatible with
the existence of these cases. This conclusion has two important consequences. First, given
that the view in question is entailed by the hydraulic model, it follows that this model is false.
Second, if the goals at which our actions aim are not passively determined by the belief-desire
pairs we happen to have, then these goals must somehow be actively determined by the agent.
I refer to the capacity agents have to actively determine the goals at which their actions aim as
their “will”. The activity of the will fixes the goals of our actions by producing a particular
intention. If my arguments are correct, they show that we need the notion of the will in order

account for the existence of multiple-incentives cases.

I should emphasize that throughout chapter 1 I discuss the position of a number of
philosophers assuming that they subscribe to the hydraulic model. For instance, I argue that
Davidson’s causalism fails to accommodate multiple-incentives cases as long as we hold on to
the hydraulic model. Davidson, however, most likely does not subscribe to the hydraulic
model. One can hold that we are moved by desires but reject the idea that they move us as
motivational forces. In chapter 1, my target is the latter idea. However, I do return to the
former idea in chapter 4 — where [ argue that once we have abandoned the idea of
motivational forces, the view that we are moved by desires collapses on the volitionalist

model.

Now, if the goals at which our actions aim are determined by intentions that are

the product of the will, how should we conceive of the will and the intentions it produces?
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One possibility is to identify the will with practical reason. The content of this conception of
the will depends, of course, on how we understand the notion of practical reason. One
intuitive option is to think of practical reason as the capacity to identify certain considerations
as reasons for acting or refraining from acting and to weigh these considerations in order to
arrive at a verdict about what one should do. According to this suggestion, intentions are
normative judgments about what we should do, or about what we have most reason to do. I
refer to this capacity to identify and weigh reasons as “judicative reason”. Chapter 2 discusses
the proposal of identifying the will with judicative reason. There are two ways to understand
this proposal. According to what I call the reasons-to-motivation model, the pro tanto reasons
that are acknowledge by the agent produce a motivational force in the direction of the action
they favor. The strength of these motivations correspond to the weight the agent ascribes to
the reason. This guarantees that the agent will always be more motivated to perform the action
she believes she has most reason to perform (except in cases of akrasia). 1 argue that this
model is simply a variation of the hydraulic model and, as such, faces exactly the same
objections. According to what I call the reasons-to-judgment model, we should abandon the
notion of motivational forces. This model holds that we are not moved by motivational forces.
Rather, we are beings that move from the consideration of pro tanto reasons to intentions,
conceived as normative judgments, and then, if everything goes well, execute these intentions.
I believe that rejecting the notion of motivational forces is a move in the right direction.
Nevertheless, I argue that as long as we take intentions to be normative judgments, we still
cannot account for multiple-incentives cases. By the end of chapter 2, I argue that in order to
account for such cases we need to conceive of intentions as plans of action. I conclude that we

should think of the will as a capacity to adopt plans in light of certain considerations.

In chapter 3, I defend a positive conception of the will. The conclusion that
intentions are plans of action may suggest that the formation of an intention cannot be the
result of a process of practical reasoning. Only judgments, one could argue, can be the
conclusion of a piece of reasoning. I dispute this claim. If we conceive of practical reason as
the capacity to reach normative judgments, then we have to distinguish between the will and
practical reason. That becomes clear when we consider cases of akrasia and decisions made
in circumstances of normative uncertainty. These cases suggest that the will is an executive
capacity whose job is to convert the normative judgments into intentions. But this conception

of the will obscures the fact that we form intentions for reasons. We decide to act and form
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intentions in light of certain considerations. These considerations are the reasons in light of
which we decide. Thus, given a broader understanding of reasoning (according to which any
process by which we come to form, revise, or sustain an attitude for a reason counts as
reasoning), intentions can be seen as conclusions of pieces of reasoning. What cases of
akrasia and decisions under normative uncertainty show is that we should distinguish between
theoretical reasoning regarding practical matters (a kind of reasoning which results in
normative judgments) and practical reasoning (a kind of reasoning which results in
intentions). The will, I argue, should be identified with our capacity for practical reasoning in
this sense. After defending this point, I explore the relation between the will and our desires.
In particular, I try to put to rest the concern that by abandoning the notion of motivational
forces we obscure the way in which desires interfere with our decision process. I argue that it
is an illusion to suppose that talk of motivational forces provides any advantage over the

volitionalist model when it comes to explaining that interference.

In chapter 4, I return to the claim that we are moved by desires. In chapters 1 and
2, I rejected the idea that we are moved by desires conceived of as motivational forces. But
that is not the same as showing that we are not moved by desires. One could argue that even if
there is no such thing as motivational forces, we are moved by desires because belief-desire
pairs cause our actions. I refer to the view that rejects the notion of motivational forces while
holding that whenever we act for a reason our action is caused by a belief-desire pair as the
standard model. In chapter 4, I argue that once we abandon the idea of motivational forces,
the standard model collapses on the volitionalist model. The standard model does provide a
genuine alternative to the volitionalist model if we take it to be a reductive account of what it
is to decide to act in light of a consideration. However, once we reject the notion of
motivational forces, this reductionist project fails because we have to understand desires as
dispositions to decide to act in light of certain considerations. If we adopt a non-reductive
reading of the standard model, according to which the activity of deciding to act in light of a
consideration is not reduced to the operation of belief-desire pairs, then it presupposes that we
are capable of engaging in practical reasoning and that the process in which practical
reasoning consists plays an irreducible role in the production of action. But this is exactly
what the volitionalist model holds. At this point the standard model is no longer an alternative
to but a version of the volitionalist model. One could still insist that the standard model differs

from the volitionalist model in that is holds that we are moved by desires. But, given that the

16



desires that figure in the standard model are simply dispositions to decide to act in light of a
certain consideration, the claim that we are moved by desires is reduced to the claim that
whenever we decide to act in light of a consideration, we manifest a disposition to decide to
act in light of that consideration. This is perfectly trivial and in no way conflicts with the

volitionalist model.

Finally, in chapter 5, I turn to a problem regarding how exactly to characterize the
will. I defended the view that the will is a capacity to decide in light of certain considerations.
But there is more than one way in which to understand this claim. One option is to understand
it as the claim that the will is a capacity to decide to act in light of certain beliefs. This option
is problematic. We conceive of ourselves as beings capable of deciding to act in light of
normative reasons. And normative reasons are facts, not beliefs. Therefore, we should be able
to decide to act in light of facts. One could suggest that to decide in light of a fact is simply to
decide in light of a true belief. This suggestion is supported by an argument from error cases.
In cases in which we decide in light of a belief that turns out to be false, we cannot be said to
have decided to act in light of fact. In these cases, we decide to act in light of a belief. Given
that from the subjective perspective of the agent there is no difference between error cases and
non-error cases, we should conclude, according to this argument, that the agent is doing the
same thing in all cases. That is, we always decide to act in light of a belief. To decide in light
of a fact is simply to decide in light of a true belief. I think this conclusion is false and I offer
a counterexample to it. The question that remains is how to defuse the argument from error
cases. | argue that the only way to do that is to accept a disjunctive conception of what it is to
decide in light of a consideration. According to this view, deciding in light of a belief (be it
true or false) and deciding in light of a fact are different (although possibly subjectively
indistinguishable) ways of deciding to act in light of a consideration. It is only when we
decide to act in light of a fact that we perfectly manifest our capacity for practical reasoning.
The will, therefore, has to be conceived as a capacity to decide to act in light of facts — a
capacity that is not perfectly exercised when we decide to act in light of a belief (even if it is
true). This view allows us to defend the claim that when we act in light of a normative reason,
the normative reason itself (and not some psychological state) is the reason that move us. This
is an important result, one that Jonathan Dancy tried but ultimately failed to establish in his

Practical Reality (2000).
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1. Why do we need the notion of Will

1. Introduction

A statement of the form “agent S did action A with the intention of G-ing” informs
us about the goal at which action A was aimed. It has the same content as “agent S did action
A in order to G”. For instance, to say that “she ran with the intention of catching the bus” is
just to say that she ran in order to catch the bus. Likewise, “he added sage to the stew with the
intention of improving its taste” is the same as “he added sage to the stew in order to improve
its taste”. It is commonly held that the goal at which an action is aimed and, therefore, the
intention with which the agent acts (i.e., the content of the G-slot in the statements above) is
specified by the belief-desire pairs in light of which the action seems appealing to the agent.
Thus, “he added the sage to the stew in order to improve its taste” is correct if the agent
wanted to improve the taste of the stew and believed that adding sage to the stew would do

just that.

This view is strongly associated with Davidson! but it is shared by a number of
philosophers. As a matter of fact, I shall argue that it is entailed by a widely shared view about
motivation. This view is composed by three theses: (a) we are directly moved by belief-desire
pairs: a pair composed by a pro-attitude towards G and the belief that doing A is conductive to
G (what I will call a pro-A pair) motivates us to perform A; (b) belief-desire pairs differ in
strength? and when an agent has several pro-A pairs these combine their strengths to produce
a stronger motivation to perform A (I refer to this as the thesis of compositionality)3 and (c)
when faced with appealing but incompatible alternative actions we perform the action that we

are more strongly motivated to perform. I refer to this set of theses as the hydraulic model* of

1 Davidson claims that we can explain an action by indicating “what it was about the action that appealed” to
the agent, that we do so by presenting the “primary reason why the agent performed the action” which is
nothing but a belief-desire pair (Davidson, 1980, p.3-4) and that to “know a primary reason why someone
acted as he did is to know an intention with which the action was done” (Davidson, 1980, p.7).

2 The strength of a belief-desire pair or of the motivation it produces is probably a function of the strength of
the pro-attitude towards G, the agent’s estimation of how likely it is that performing the action A will bring
about G and the degree of confidence of the agent in that estimation. The details are irrelevant to the
arguments that follow.

3 Itis not part of this thesis that compositionality is linear, so that, for instance, if two desires of equal strength
combine then the resulting motivation is twice as strong as each of them. All that follows from it is that if
desires D; and D, are equally strong, then the motivation produced by set {D, D;} is to some degree
stronger than the one produced by set {D.}. These sets of desires are what Mele calls the “motivational
base” of the motivation to act (see Mele, 1992, p.58-60).

4  The expression comes from McDowell (2002: 213) and Wallace (2006: 55)
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our motivational psychology because it is naturally understood as a way of expressing the

view that our behavior is determined by the tug of war between impulses or forces within us.

The hydraulic model is explicitly upheld by philosophers such as Velleman (I
discuss his position in section 7) and many others are implicitly committed to it. For instance,
this view is what is behind Schroeder’s claim that since “your desires are what motivate you
to act” you can act according to your moral reasons only to the extent you have a “collection
of desires whose strengths match the weights of [your] independently existing reasons”
(Schroeder, 2007: 169). A case can also be made for the claim that Hume upheld this view, but
it is important to notice that the hydraulic model is compatible with an anti-Humean theory of
motivation. Dancy (2000, p.85-7) describes (but does not subscribe to) a view he calls pure
cognitivism. According to this view beliefs produce motivation directly. It allows for the claim
that where there is motivation, there is desire but only because it conceive of desires as the
very state of being motivated, and not as a part of what motivates us. The motivation
produced by beliefs, however, differ in strength and when there is a conflict of motivation we
are moved to action by the stronger motivation. Pure cognitivism is, therefore, an anti-

Humean thesis but a version of the hydraulic model nevertheless.

My primary goal in this chapter is to reject the view that the goals our actions aim
at are specified by the belief-desire pairs that render the action appealing to the agent. My
argument is simple: there are multiple-incentives cases, i.e., cases in which the agent has more
than one incentive to act but in which her motive corresponds to only one of these incentives,
and the view that the goals of our actions are specified by our belief-desire pairs is
incompatible with the existence of these cases. This conclusion has two important
consequences. Given that, as I shall argue, that view is entailed by the hydraulic model, it
follows that we should reject the hydraulic model and with it the idea that we are directly
moved by belief-desire pairs. The other consequence is this: if the goals our actions aim at are
not passively determined by the belief-desire pairs that render them appealing, then they must
be somehow actively determined by the agent. I refer to the capacity to actively determine the
goals one’s actions aim at as the agent’s “will”. If my arguments are successful, therefore,

they show that we need the notion of will in order to account for multiple-incentives cases.

In section 2, I discuss the notions of motive and incentive. In section 3, I introduce

the notion of multiple-incentives cases. In section 4, I argue that the hydraulic model entails
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the view that the goals of our actions are determined by the belief-desire pairs that render
them appealing to the agent and that this view is incompatible with the existence of multiple-
incentives cases. In section 5, I consider whether Davidson’s causalism provides a way in
which to hold on to the idea that we are moved by our belief-desire pairs while rejecting the
hydraulic model. Sections 6 and 7 are concerned with attempts by the supporters of the
hydraulic model to reject the claim that this view entails that the goals our actions aim at are
determined by our belief-desire pairs. Finally, in section 8, I argue that introducing the notion

of the will allow us to account for multiple-incentives cases.

2. Motives and Incentives

Attributions of motives usually take the form “person P did action A4 because M”,
as in “she ran because her bus was about to leave” or “he added sage to the stew because it
would improve its taste”. Statements of this form ascribe motives when the fact that fills in
the M-slot renders the action intelligible as an action aimed at a particular goal. If I say
something like “she moved her leg because I hit her knee” or “he yawned because the person
next to him yawned” I am simply asserting the cause of the action, not ascribing a motive to
the agent. Usually, therefore, the following entailment holds:

MOTIVE-GOAL LINK: If M is the motive for which agent P did 4, then 4

aims at a goal G and M is part of what explains why doing 4 is an effective
or necessary means to G.

5  When I say that the entailment “usually holds” I mean it. There is a number of exceptions to the motive-goal
link. If “she ran because she had an appointment” is a correct motive ascription in a particular case, it
follows that the action of running was aimed at a goal, namely, getting at her appointment in time, but the
fact that the agent had an appointment does not contribute to the explanation of why running is a necessary
or effective mean to getting at her appointment in time. Rather, the fact that she had an appointment helps to
explain why she chose to perform an action with a view to that particular goal. Sometimes, therefore, an
agent’s motive explains her acting with a view to a particular goal instead of rendering intelligible the
performance of a particular action in light of the goal it aimed at. There are also cases of error in which the
agent acts under the belief that something is the case when it is not. Thus, for instance, if in the example
above the bus was not about to leave, we would say that “she run because she thought the bus was about to
leave”. Of course, the fact that she believed the bus was about to leave (when in fact it was not) does nothing
to explain why running was a necessary means to catching the bus (even if it explains why the agent thought
so and, therefore, engaged in that action). It is commonly thought that the possibility of this kind of error
shows that our motives are always, even in cases in which we are not deceived about our circumstances,
provided by mental facts instead of facts about the circumstances of action. I do not think that is the case — a
form of disjunctivism about motives can be defended. According to this view, in cases in which we are
actually responding to facts about our situation those facts provide our motive for action, whereas in cases in
which we are not responding to facts because we are deceived our motives are provided by our mental states.
I cannot defend this point here, however. The arguments in this chapter should work even if one holds that
our motives are always provided by mental states (see note 8). For now, I wish simply to remark that even
though there are important exceptions to the motive-goal link as formulated, this conditional holds in
relation to an important class of motive attributions, namely, those motive attributions in which the motive
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Thus, for instance, if “she ran because her bus was about to leave” is a correct
motive ascription, then the action of running aims at a goal and the fact that the bus was about
to leave helps to explain why running was conductive to that goal. We can easily infer that the
action of running was aimed at catching the bus® and the fact that the bus was about to leave
explains why running was necessary to the achievement of that goal. In a similar way we can
immediately see that the action of adding sage to the stew aims at improving its taste and the
fact that adding sage to the stew would improve its taste explains, vacuously, why doing just
that contributes to the achievement of that goal. This connection between motive ascription
and the goal at which the action aims is made even clearer if we pay attention to the fact that
both “she ran because the bus was about to leave” and “she ran in order to catch the bus
(which was about to leave)” are equally satisfactory and roughly equivalent answers to the
question “why did she run?”, even though the latter is not an ascription of motive but simply

states the goal at which the action was directed.

The correction of a motive ascription also entails that the agent has (i) a pro-
attitude towards the goal G her action A4 aims at (she either desires G, wants G, prizes G, is
inclined towards G, etc.) and (ii) believes that performing A4 is either a means to G or
constitutes G.7 Thus, for instance, if “she ran because the bus was about to leave” is a correct
motive ascription, then the agent in this example wants to catch the bus and believes running

to be an effective means to achieve that goal.?

Let me now introduce the notion of an incentive:

corresponds to an incentive to act that the agent recognizes. In this chapter I will focus on this class of
motive attributions.

6 These inferences, of course, depend on a series of suppositions about the situation in which the agent finds
herself, about available alternative courses of action, about the agent herself and, perhaps, about the human
form of life in general. It clearly is not a deductive inference. Most likely it is a kind of inference to the best
explanation.

7 This claim is shared by a number of philosophers, such as Nagel (1978: 29-30), McDowell (1978: 15),
Smith (1994: 116) and Dancy (2004: 85).

8 What follows from this is that the presence of a corresponding belief-desire pair is a condition of correction
for a motive ascription. It is very common to hold, however, that our motives are always constituted by the
corresponding belief-desire pairs (or better, by the fact that we have those belief-desire pairs). I will call this
the Foreground View. In contrast, the Background View holds that the appropriate belief-desire pairs are a
background condition for the correction of a motive ascription but do not constitute the motive itself. The
Foreground View is problematic, especially because it entails that the motives for which we act never
correspond to the facts that provide us with reasons to act, which are not facts about our mental states. An
objection along these lines has been pressed by Dancy (see 2001, p. 103-106). The argument of this chapter,
however, should work even if one holds the Foreground View. When pertinent I will add notes to clarify how
the argument should be understood by someone who holds the Foreground View.
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INCENTIVES: A fact / is an incentive for agent P to perform action 4 if 4
is an available course of action for P, P has a pro-attitude towards G and [/ is
part of what explains why doing A4 is an effective or necessary means to G.

Thus, for instance, the fact that the bus is about to leave is an incentive for the
agent in our example to run because she wants to catch the bus and the fact that the bus is
about to leave explains why running is a necessary means to catch the bus. And the fact that
adding sage to the stew would improve its taste is an incentive for an agent to do so if she
desires’ to improve the taste of her stew given that the fact that adding sage to the stew would
improve its taste explains, vacuously, why adding sage to the stew is an effective means of

improving its taste.

An agent recognizes an incentive | for doing A when she realizes that, in light of
fact I, doing A will promote (or is necessary to promote) goal G, which she happens to desire
or want or prize, etc. Thus, an agent recognizes the fact that the bus is about to leave as an
incentive for her to run when she realizes that, in light of the fact that the bus is leaving,
running is a necessary means to catch the bus (which is something she wants to do). And an
agent recognizes the fact that adding sage to the stew would improve its taste as an incentive
to do so when she realizes that, in light of that fact, adding sage to the stew is an effective
means of improving its taste (which is something she wants). An agent recognizes an
incentive I to perform action A if, and only if, she has a belief-desire pair composed by a pro-

attitude towards G and a belief that A is conductive to G.

When a correct motive ascription entails that the agent had a pro-attitude towards
the goal her action aimed at and the belief that performi