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Seminar discussion

ÅTomorrow, Thursday, at 9:00 am

ÅRyle Room

ÅRadcliffe Humanities Building (next door)

ÅAll are welcome!  



Some Big Issues

ÅLarge questions in normative and meta-normative theory have 

hung on the nature of belief vs. desire, and their potential 

relation to causes and reasons for thought and action:

ïThe possibility of truth or knowledge in ethics or practical 

reason (e.g., cognitivism vs. non-cognitivism)

ïThe scope of practical reason (òinternal reasonsó)

ïThe nature of agency and free will (higher-order desires or 

evaluations)

ïThe nature of well-being (desire-based theories) 

ïThe possibility of avoiding regress in theoretical or 

practical deliberation (non-deliberative dispositions)
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The òstandard modeló of intentional action

Åbelief   +   desire   Ą action
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The òstandard modeló of intentional action

Åbelief   +   desire   Ą action

desirePR [ that PR has a cloak Tuesday]

belief PR [ that PR has a cloak Tuesday only if PR purchases one today]

actPR [ that PR purchases a cloak today]
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The òstandard modeló of intentional action

Åbelief   +   desire   Ą action

desirePR [ that PR has a cloak Tuesday]

belief PR [ that PR has a cloak Tuesday only if PR purchases one today]

actPR [ that PR purchases a cloak today]

But how do the belief and desire come together in this way to 

create òthe beginnings of actionó?
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Bringing the agent in?

Åbelief   +   desire   Ą action

Perhaps whatõs needed is to bring in the agent:

ÅChristine Korsgaard (1997):  òé to will an end is not just to 

cause it, or even to allow an impulse in me to operate as its 

cause, but, so to speak, to consciously pick up the reins, 

and make myself the cause of the end .ó 

ÅDavid Velleman(1992):  òé [T]he agentõs interactions with [his 

mental states] are such as they couldnõt have with themselves.  

His role is to intervene between reasons and intention, 

and between intention and bodily movements .ó 



Bringing the agent in? 

Åbelief   +   desire   Ą action

ÅJohn Searle (2003) similarly locates ògapsó in the belief-desire 

model that the agent must fill: 

ïshe must bring òdeliberationó to a òconclusionó by 

forming a òprior intentionó, 

ïshe must decide when to enact a prior intentionñto 

make it into an òintention-in-actionó,

ïand because actions typically extend over time, she must 

continue acting upon the òintention-in-actionóto 

complete the action sequence.



Such approaches share the problem

Åé that they are invoking an agent taking an action or actions 

in order to explain how an agent takes an action.

ïWe would want to know how those actionsñòtaking up 

the reinsó, òintervening among his mental statesó, forming 

and deciding to act upon an intentionñcould be 

performed as apt responses to reasons.

ÅWe need a non-agentialaccount of how the structure 

prerequisite for intentional agencyña structure that brings 

together what we care about and what we believe to organize 

possible actions and dispose us to perform themñso that the 

agent can, e.g., by seeing some new fact or having some new 

thought, act intentionally without deciding upon an intention.



Acting intentionally

ÅOr even, if I do consciously form an intention in a given 

instance, or in some sense òtake up the reinsó to intervene in 

my what I am now about to do, 

ïé so that I can do thatwithout needing to form an 

intention to form an intention, or to take up the reins to 

take up the reins.  And so on. 

ÅWe canõt appeal to prepackaged action patterns or fixed habit:

ïIf picking up the reins were a mere mechanical response or 

habit, triggered by the situation, then that would not appear 

to be an exercise of practical intelligence, or an apt 

response to reasons, or a form of agency.   



A possible solution

ÅRobert Stalnaker:   

ïòBelief and desire é are correlative dispositional states of 

a potentially rational agent. 

ïòTo desire that p is to be disposed to act in ways that 

would tend to bring it about that p in a world in which 

oneõs beliefs, whatever they are, were true. 

ïòTo believe that p is to be disposed to act in ways that 

would tend to satisfy oneõs desires, whatever they are, in a 

world in which p(together with oneõs other beliefs) were 

true.ó [(1984), 15]

ÅHaving beliefs and desires is alreadyhaving a set of organized, 

representationally-mediated action tendencies.
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Last time é
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Last time:  desire as representationally -mediated, 

regulative, action -guiding, and adaptive 
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Last time:  desire as representationally -mediated, 

regulative, action -guiding, and adaptive 
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òMerely causaló?

ÅWhile this is a causal process, it is not òmerely causaló.  

ÅThe affective attitude sustains evaluative expectations about 

how the world will be, 

Åé and it elicits and regulates focused motivation on behalf of 

this realizing these expectations.

ïThat is, it organizes an available action-tendency òunder an 

ideaó that makes the behavior intelligible as a response to 

an apparent reason, and holding the idea òin viewó to 

monitor behavior and outcomes.

ïIt has mind-to-world, not just world-to-mind direction of 

fit, is capable of greater or lesser accuracy, and can learn.



In these respects é

Åé desire that p constitutes an intelligentdisposition, such that, 

for example, the agent, upon seeing an opportunity, or having a 

thought, or hearing anotherõs remark, or é can respond 

fluently in intelligent, intentional, reasons-sensitive ways.  

ïIn its regulative structure, it incorporates the model of a 

hierarchical, evaluation-sensitive motivational structure 

Frankfurt and Watson identified as constitutive of agency.  



A more general view

Mind-to-world fittingness

Truth   Directedness   Accuracy  Proportionality  Appreciation  Understanding
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But desire cannot act alone

ÅIt requires a representation of the worldõs relevant 

possibilities for action.

ÅStalnaker, again:

ÅòTo believe that p is to be disposed to act in ways that would 

tend to satisfy oneõs desires, whatever they are, in a world in 

which p(together with oneõs other beliefs) were true.ó 

[(1984), 15]

ÅBelief, too, would seem to be an intelligent disposition, capable 

of organizing behavior under an idea, and providing guidance 

accordingly.  

ïWhat might this structure look like?



òWhat I canõt build, I donõt understand.ó
(attributed to Richard Feynman)

ÅAs before, our method will be to assemble some field notesñ

how desire or belief seems to operate, how it is spoken of 

(including cases where it is called òirrationaló), etc.

ÅWe think of these notes, combined with truisms, paradigm 

cases, causal roles, explanatory desiderata, etc. as a òjob 

descriptionó for an account of desire, belief, etc. to fill.

ïWe then ask how  we could build a state or process from 

simpler ingredients that could satisfy that job description, 

at least to a reasonably high degree,

ïé and might allow us to make sense of how that state 

might enable apt responsiveness to reasons



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (i) Representational:  Presents the world to us through some 

form of representation: 

Åattitude [representation]

ïé and this representation mediates the role or effect of 

belief for thought and action.  Lois Lane will not be surprised 

to see bullets bounce off Superman, but she will in the case 

of Clark Kent.

Å (ii) Truth or falsehood:  We can believe propositions:

Åbelief [that p] 

ïé in such cases belief  represents p as true but òadds no 

new ideaó to it, and so is deemed true iff its content is true.
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A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

ÅThese two features are, however, insufficient to distinguish 

belief [that p] from:

ïsupposition [that p]

ïthought [that p]

ïimagine [that p]

Åé since all of these attitudes represent their content as true, 

add no new content, and are spoken of as true iff p is true.



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

ÅSo, to distinguish belief:

Å (iii) Mind -to -world direction of fit:

Åbelief [that p]

ÅôFittingõ does not have a universally-agreed significance, but at 

least one sense is to ask whether there is anything inherently 

unfitting about, for example, the mental state of someone who 

supposes that por imagines that p, even while taking herself to 

have conclusive evidence that p is false.  No.

ïWith belief it is otherwiseñevidence that p is false tends 

to undermine belief, and believing that p in the face of what 

one takes to be conclusive evidence that p is false certain 

seems to be unfitting in some sense.  Assertion.  



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (iv) Spontaneously action -guiding:  Belief spontaneously

shapes dispositions to act, even without agential intervention.  

If one believes that p one spontaneously relies upon p in 

choosing, and directly immediately shapes oneõs dispositions 

to act.  

Å In contrast, supposition or pretense must be kept in mind if 

they are to be consistently applied in thought and action.  òOh, 

what tangled webs we weave éó.   



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (v) Degrees of strength:   Although we often speak of 

outright belief and disbelief, we also speak of beliefs as more 

or less confident, and this degree of confidence tends to vary 

spontaneously in response to congruent or incongruent 

experience.  Crawling out on a limb.

ÅMoreover, these varying degrees of confidence spontaneously 

modulate reliance upon belief in action, and shape how beliefs 

and desires combine to form action-tendencies. 

ïòDegree of beliefó has two forms :  one can have a higher 

or lower expectation of some event or outcome of action, 

and this expectation value can be more or less confident.  

These shape dispositions to act in different ways.



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (vi) Spontaneously thought -guiding:  Belief spontaneously 

shapes a great deal of our mental economy.  

ïattentionñwhat we (do or donõt) spontaneously notice

ïperceptionñhow we spontaneously interpret experience

ïmemoryñwhat recollections occur spontaneously to us

ïinferenceñwhat mental transitions we are spontaneously 

disposed to make and rely upon

ïexpectationñwhat we spontaneously anticipate

ïdecision-makingñwhat we spontaneously take to be given, and 

how much weight various factors receive

ïThat these can occur without intermediation is crucial to avoid regress



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (vii) Spontaneously feeling -guiding:  Beliefs and changes 

in belief or belief strength spontaneously affects our òfeelingsó, 

and this in turn is part of how beliefs contribute 

spontaneously to the guidance of thought and action:

ïemotionsñfear, anger, surprise, disappointment, frustration, 

joy, etc.

ïsentimentsñresentment, guilt, embarrassment, admiration, 

envy, interest, conviction, anxiety, suspicion, etc.

ïmoodsñsadness, happiness, anxiety, calm, etc.



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (viii) Implicit or unconscious as well as conscious:  

Beliefõs spontaneous roles do not depend upon whether a 

given belief is consciously represented or known.  When 

asked, one often seems to òknow immediatelyó whether one 

believes something or not, but one can be mistaken in a 

variety of ways about the content or strength of oneõs beliefs. 

ÅSometimes one must use inference to explore what one 

believes, or notices what one believes by what one finds 

surprising or disturbing.  Such experiences can be at odds 

with what one consciously takes oneself to believe.  Being 

deceived about what one believes is possible.



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (ix) Phenomenologically thin:  Typically, belief has a thin 

phenomenologyñunlike perceptions or aroused emotions.  

Belief is a òframeó through which we thinkña òdefaultó state 

of confidence about what to expect or what to rely upon in 

action. 

ÅHowever, beliefõs phenomenology becomes more evident 

during changes in belief, e.g., losing confidence or acquiring 

assurance. 



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (x) Belief is spontaneously projective and evidence -

responsive:  Given a perception as of p, e.g., we tend 

òimmediatelyó to believe that p, and to rely upon p as we go 

forward in time.  Belief is typically projective and òinertialó 

rather than conservative with respect to evidenceñand it 

could hardly play an action-guiding role without this.   

ÅBelief, as opposed to suspension of belief, is the default state.  

As Carnap argued (1950), and formal learning theory and 

Bayesian approaches to rationality have since developed, such  

òpriorsó, projected forward, drive learning, sustaining 

expectations that shape information-seeking and ðreception, 

and turn experience into experimentation. 



Wait ñisnõt this just wrong?

ÅDonõt people show strong òconfirmation biasó, ignoring 

negative evidence, and making regular, elementary errors in 

relying upon probabilitiesñunless these are corrected by 

conscious reasoning (Kahneman & Tversky, 2003)?



Warning:
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Are we terrible at intuitive statistics?

ÅPeople do deploy the kinds of heuristics, and make the kinds 

of errors, diagnosed by Kahneman and Tversky when given 

probability problems as artificial word problems,

Åé but given these same tasks against a background of 

naturalistic statistics, or in the form of interactive tasks, 

Åé they do not make the same errors (Hau et al., 2010;

Pleskac & Hertwig, 2014)



Really?

ÅHuman infants monitor frequency distributions in overheard 

speech even in the first months of life: 

ïmanifesting selective attention that reflects the conditional 

probabilities present in natural language, and paying greater 

attention to anomalous sequences (Aslin et al., 1998; Fiser 

& Aslin, 2001; Kidd et al., 2012).

Å Infants observe third-person adult behavior to adjust their 

attention, learning rate, and behavior, using evidence of adult 

efficacy or reliability (Koenig & Echols, 2003; Wellman 2014).
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Really?

Å Infants pay attention to base rates in samples in expressions 

of surprise (Schulz, 2014)

ÅBayesian models predict a range of features of the 

development of causal cognition and theory of mind (Gopnik 

& Wellman, 2012;  Wellman, 2014; Hamlin et al., 2013).  

ÅAdult perception of changes in underlying frequencies in a 

stream of events approximates ideal probabilistic inference 

(Gallistel et al., 2014).

ÅGiven complex simulated foraging tasks involving multiple 

forms of value and risk, humans develop near-optimal foraging 

strategies through experience (Kolling et al., 2012).



Recall:  the neural substrate of reward -based learning  

(Schultz et al., 1997)
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Recall:  representation of expected value vs.  risk
(Fiorillo et al., 2003)
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Representation of expected value vs. risk ñactivation 

in the human ventral striatum (Quartz, 2009)
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Back to philosophy

Åé with a few parentheses



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (xii) Relational and intensional:  Belief can take multiple 

objectsñone can believe that a certain proposition is true, but 

also òbelieve oneõs eyesó, òbelieve a personó, òbelieve in 

oneselfó, òbelieve in the scientific methodó, etc.  Belief is able 

to shift modalityñe.g., from believing oneõs eyes to believing 

the content of oneõs perceptual experience.  

ÅBelief can relate one to its object de re or de se as well as de 

dicto. Intensionality directly influences the spontaneous action-, 

thought-, and feeling-guidance of belief.   A lost camper who 

trusts an air-dropped map and believes that the lost camper is 

just north of a stream might fail to believe this of himself, and 

so set out to òfindó the lost camper.  



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (xiii) Non -volitional:   We can exert voluntary influence on 

our thinking in many waysñby shaping what experiences we 

have, what we attend to, what inferences we carry out, what 

we try to recall, etc.   But we cannot simply decideto believe 

or believe at will.  One can accept a given proposition for 

certain purposes, even accept it as best supported by the 

evidence, and use it deliberately in thinking about how to act, 

etc., but this does not amount to belief or yield beliefõs 

spontaneousroles.  E.g., accepting my sonõs story; nervous 

flyers.



A field guide:  some obvious features of belief

Å (xiv) Spontaneously resistant to instrumentalization:  

Relatedly, we cannot decide to hold beliefs for good reasons of 

a purely practical kindñe.g., in order to improve our immune 

system, to lighten our mood, or fit in with our peers.  To be 

sure, pragmatic considerations do exert considerable 

influence on what we believeñoften we will end up believing 

what benefits us in various ways, but believing typically cannot 

be done for such purposes, in contrast to, e.g., supposing, 

imagining, or accepting.

ÅSomethingabout belief seems to prevent direct 

instrumentalization withoutour policing thisñbut what?



I hope this is enough é

Åé to convince you that belief is a complicated animal, with a 

diverse yet structured and integrated array of functions.  But 

our field notes might also draw a bit more from the popular 

culture of belief. 



Do features (i) -(xiv) sound familiar?

ÅThey parallel closely the features we found in our field notes 

on desire.  

ÅWe might try:



Belief?



Confidence or trust

ÅThese are also terms we use for affective attitudes.

ÅMight they be as they figure in belief?  And might that help 

explain the obvious features of belief in a unified wayñthe 

way the role of affect in desire helped explain the obvious 

features of desire in a unified way?

ÅWell, whatõs in a name?  Why call itñor not call itñaffect?

ÅFirst, the neural evidence we looked at was of the affect and 

reward system, with direct projections to action-orienting 

behaviors.  Weõre looking for a psychological kind that might 

have been evolved, and these are evolutionarily conserved.  

ÅSecond, what does psychology takes affective attitudes to be?



Affect or emotion
(with modification, from Frijda, 2007)



The marginality of affect ñold school
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The centrality of affect ðnew school
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Neural processing for valuation and decision
(Grabenhorst & Rolls, 2011)



Brain connectivity graph, amygdala
(Pessoa, 2008)


