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bridges any apparent gaps with desires of the agent, which are
thought to supply the necessary links to the future and to
external situations.

Prudence cannot on this view be explained merely by the
perception that something is in one’s future interest; there must
be a desire to further one’s future interests if the perception is to
have an effect. What follows about altruism is similar: I cannot
be motivated simply by the knowledge that an act of mine will
have certain consequences for the interests of others; I must care
what happens to them if this knowledge is to be effective. There
seems little doubt that most people have the desire that makes
prudence possible, though it is sometimes overcome by other,
more immediate impulses. Altruistic or benevolent desires on
the other hand seem less common. In neither case are we in any
sense required to possess the desires in question: consequently
we are not required to act on the specified considerations. If one
lacks the relevant desire, there is nothing more to be said.

The consequence of this view, for a system of normative
reasons, is that the interests of others, or his own future interests,
cannot themselves provide a person with reasons for action
unless we are prepared to admit also that reasons by themselves,
or conditions sufficient for their presence, may provide us with
no motivation for action whatever. The separation of norma-
tive from motivational discourse has of course been attempted.
But if one finds that move implausible, and wishes some guaran-
tee that reasons will provide a motive, then one is left with no
alternative, on the motivational premises already laid out, but
to include a present desire of the agent, one with appropriate
scope, among the conditions for the presence of any reason for
action whatever. Therefore another’s interest, or my own future
interest, can provide me with a reason—a reason capable of
motivating—only if a desire for that object is present in me at
the time,

The consequences for any other-regarding morality are ex-
treme, for if one wishes to guarantee its universal application,
one must make the presence of reasons for altruistic behaviour
depend on a desire present in all men. (No wonder self-interest
has so often béen preferred to altruism as the foundation for
justice and the othér social virtues.) This view eliminates the
possibility of construing ethical principles so based as require-

DESIRES 29

ments on action, unless one can somehow show that the appro-
priate underlying desires are required of us.

2. The assumption that a motivating desire underlies every
intentional act depends, I believe, on a confusion between two
sorts of desires, motivated and unmotivated. It has been pointed
out before! that many desires, like many beliefs, are arrived af
by decision and after deliberation. They need not simply assail
us, though there are certain desires that do, like the appetites
and in certain cases the emotions. The same is true of heliefs, for
often, as when we simply perceive something, we acquire a
belief without arriving at it by decision, The desires which sim-
ply come to us are unmotivated though they can be explained.
Hunger is produced by lack of food, but is not motivated there-
by. A desire to shop for groceries, after discovering nothing
appetizing in the refrigerator, is on the other hand motivated by
hunger. Rational or motivational explanation is just as much in
order for that desire as for the action itself.

The claim that a desire underlies every act is true only if
desires are taken to include motivated as well as unmotivated
desires, and it is true only in the sense that whatever may be the
motivation for someone’s intentional pursuit of a goal, it be-
comes in virtue of his pursuit #pso_facte appropriate to ascribe to
him a desire for that goal. But if the desire is a motivated one,
the explanation of it will be the same as the explanation of his
pursuit, and it is by no means obvious that a desire must enter
into this further explanation. Although it will no doubt be
generally admitted that some desires are motivated, the issue is
whether another desire always lies behind the motivated one, or
whether sometimes the motivation of the initial desire involves
no reference to another, unmotivated desire.

Therefore it may be admitted as trivial that, for example,
considerations about my future welfare or about the interests of
others cannot motivate me to act without a desire being present
at the time of action. That I have the appropriate desire simply
Sollows from the fact that these considerations motivate me; if
the likelihood that an act will promote my future happiness
motivates me to perform it now, then it is appropriate to ascribe

1. For example by Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics, Book III, Chapter 3.
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1. Beginning with relatively uncontroversial cases, we must try
to arrive at general conclusions about the sources of reasons and
their mode of operation. Eventually we shall deal with prudence
as a model for the treatment of altruism: the difficulties which
arise in the two cases depend on similar arguments and fallacies.
Most important, the interpretation of that feature of reasons on
which prudence depends provides a model for the parallel
enterprise in the case of altruism.

I shall argue that the superficially plausible method of
accounting for all motivations in terms of the agent’s desires will
not work, and that the truth is considerably less obvious and
more significant. It is therefore necessary to begin with an
investigation of the role of desires in rational motivation general-
ly, in order to demonstrate that what they can explain is limited,
and that even in simple cases they produce action by a mecha-
nism which is not itself explicable in terms of desires.

‘The attempt to derive all reasons from desires stems from
the acknowledgment that reasons must be capable of moti-
vating, together with an assumption which I shall attack—that
all motivation has desire at its source. The natural position to be
opposed is this: since all motivated action must result from the
operation of some motivating factor within the agent, and since
belief cannot by itself produce action, it follows that a desire of
the agent must always be operative if the action is to be
genuinely his, Anything else, any external factor or belief
adduced in explanation of the action, must on this view be
connected with it through some desire which the agent has at
the time, a desire which can take the action or its goal as object.
So any apparently prudential or altruistic act must be explained
by the connection between its goal—the agent’s future interest
or the interest of another—and a desire which activates him
now, Essentially this view denies the possibility of motivational
action at a distance, whether over time or between persons. It




