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Distribution of cone cells on the retina
(Johnson, 2010)
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Episodic memory, prospective simulation, semantic 

memory, and evaluative judgment (Binder et al., 2008ñ150 studies)
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The language of desire ñwhy wish?

ÅAristotle (384-322 B.C.E.)

ÅOrganisms are structured teleologically

ÅDepending upon their nature, they have

ïé a distinctive telos

ïé and a form of flourishing that is based upon the 

realization of that telos

ïé the original Positive Psychology (indeed, his idea of the 

human telos as a rational, social animal gives rise to a 

theory of human well-being remarkably similar to PERMA).



At the core é

Åé of any animalõs distinctive way of relating to the world, or 

to other members of its kind, or to its own life, is motivation 

(orexis).

ÅThere is a fundamental distinction in motivation:

ïEpithumiaðòappetiteó:  found in all animals

ÅA kind of drive state related to a deficit condition 

(thirst, hunger, etc.).

ÅA state that primes the individual for action, makes 

certain things salient to it (hunger makes food salient)

Åé but that lacks a representational content, so that we 

cannot reason with it.



The language of desire

ÅFor contrast, consider the other chief form of motivation, 

boulesisðtranslated as desire, rational desire, or wish (hence 

my title).

ïUnlike mere epithumia, boulesishas a cognitive content.

ïIt contains a representation of the desired object, action, 

person, or state.

ÅThus, even if there are some desires that nearly everyone has, 

desire itself is a general capacity, like belief, and not specialized 

to any particular goal or behavior.



Desire thus depends upon imagination é

Åé to give reality to absent possibilities, unrealized values, and 

abstract goals.

ÅThat is its core jobñtranslating what we learn by way of ideas 

and values into structured, motivated action that can make a 

difference in our life, and the lives of others. 

ÅHumans are creatures who survive and flourish via complex 

social, psychological,  and physical adaptations

ïThis requires a capacity for complex, adaptive motivation 

as well as belief.

ïThough we often speak of desire as the enemyof 

prospection, but imaginative òmind wanderingó and 

prospection have a key ally in desire.



ñDonôt make it a matter of course, but as a remarkable fact, 

that pictures and fictions give us pleasure, occupy our 

minds.ò  Ludwig Wittgenstein
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ñImagination rules the world.ò

Napoleon
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The content of desire

Å In this respect, what one desires, and howone responds to 

oneõs desires, is one of the chief sources of:

ïIndividual difference

ïSuccess or failure

ïHappiness or misery

ïRationality or irrationality

ÅDesire is as different from mere appetite as the erotic is from 

a òsex driveó.

ÅWe can speak of learning what one really desiresña difficult 

process itselfñand of learning what to want.  It is one of our 

greatest capacities.  



Desire?

ÅɁ'ÌȮɯÖÕɯÏÐÚɯÚÐËÌȮɯÏÈËɯÛÏÈÛɯÍÈÊÜÓÛàɯÖÍɯÉÌÏÖÓËÐÕÎɯÈÛɯÈɯÏÐÕÛɯ
the face of his desire and the shape of his dream, without 
which the earth would know no lover and no 
ÈËÝÌÕÛÜÙÌÙȭɂ

Marlow on Jim

From Joseph Conrad,  Lord Jim



Desire and reasoning

Å I cannot talk you out of feeling thirsty by telling you that it 

would be bad for your health to drink.

ïBy contrast, I might be able totalk you out of wanting your 

son to be a doctorñby appealing to your deeper beliefs 

and values, or his.

ÅDesire is no more essentially about the self than it is about 

others.

ÅAt the same time, desire is what makes our beliefs and values 

or ideals practicalñit gives them the power to move us, to 

change the world, not merely represent it.

Å It is an engine of prospective guidance in life.



All action, even moral duty, presupposes desire for the object 

of that action.

The faculty of desire is the faculty to be, by means of 

oneõs representations, the cause of the objects of these 

representations.  The faculty of a being to act in 

accordance with its representations is called life. 

[Metaphysics of Morals 6:211]
14



The origins of the Prospection Project

ÅA slogan, òDriven by the past, or drawn into the future?ó

ïIt was clear which side we were on, 

ïé but the formulation was metaphorical

ïé and concealed some important flaws.

ÅIõd like to explore a bit the path that led us to this slogan, 

ïé and to its clarification

ïé and eventual crystallization in the idea of prospection, 

and of navigating into the future.



Itõs notable that é

Åé both halves of the original slogan are about motivation .

ïMotivationis pivotal both in the story about the human 

mind that we are trying to overcome,

ïé and in the story we are trying to develop.



Hereõs a way of seeing why

ÅOn the classical picture, action is the product of two basic 

kinds of states:

ïbelief + desire Ą action

ÅAs Aristotle noted, belief on its own cannot produce actionñ

it must engage with motivation to produce actual movement.

ÅAnd think in evolutionary terms:

ïWe cannot improve our chances for survival and 

reproduction simply by forming accurate beliefsñthese 

must make a difference to how we act.



William James drew the relevant conclusion:

ÅòMy thinking is first and 
last and always for my 
doing.ó 

Å (Principles of Psychology, I: 333). 



James could have added é

Åé that my doing always extends forward in time, not 

backward.

ÅSo thinking that is for doing must be thinking that is 

prospective.  

ÅBut thinking that is forward-looking would be of no avail in 

guiding action if it could not engage motivation. 



Enter òdrive theoryó

ÅYet motivation, as conceived by James and others in the 

òscientificó tradition of psychology that followed him, is 

grounded in innate and conditioned drives, which are òboundó 

to present stimuli.



James on motivation

ÅòNot one man in a billion, when taking his dinner, ever 

thinks of utility .  He eats because the food tastes good and 

makes him want more.  If you ask him whyhe should want to 

eat more of what tastes like that, instead of revering you as a 

philosopher he will probably laugh at you for a fool.  The 

connection between the savory sensation and the act it 

awakens is for him absolute and selbsverständlich. (Principles of 

Psychology,II: 386)



Karl Lashley

ÅòOur current psychological language is a weird composite of 

teleological and mechanistic terms. é

ÅòAn introspective description of my purpose would not reveal 

an influence of the future on the present, nor does the 

behaviorist accountó (1923, 349).

ÅòThe two systems, mechanistic explanation and 

finalistic valuation, stand out as incompatible points of 

view , scientific versus humanisticó (1923, 346).



The shared drive construct

ÅAn internal òdeficitó state yields discomfort and dissatisfaction, 

driving pursuit

ïé and  making external stimuli òhotó

ïé triggering actions that in the past were associated with 

reducing that deficit

ïé and the reduction of discomfort serves as the reward 

which entrenches the stimulus-response connection as an 

òautomaticó or habit-like response.

ï It is this entrenching process that constitutes learningñ

not the learning of value, but the engraining of habit.



And the òscientific psychologistsó were not 

alone é

Åé the drive construct figured essentially in Freudian 

psychology, Lorenzianpsychology, and contemporary work on 

automaticity (Ferguson & Bargh, 200 ).



If this really were the story of motivation é

Åé then future-oriented thinking would be hobbled by 

motivation.

ïEven with elaborate mental representations of the future, if 

all motivation came from such drive processes, then we 

would still be òdriven by the pastó.



òDrawn into the futureó

ÅWould the story be significantly changed if we replaced 

òdriven by the pastó with òdrawn into the futureó?

ïIn many respects, yes, but the story would still be of an 

automatic mechanism,

Åé like the iron filings drawn to a magnet or the moth 

drawn to a flame. 



What is intelligent belief?

ÅMake the comparison with belief:

ïSuppose there were certain beliefs we were inevitably 

òdrivenó to form é

ïé or that we were inevitably òdrawnó to. 

ÅThese would hobble our learning, since they would be limits 

on our learning that do not arise from considerations of 

justification or evidence é

ïé when what we want in belief is to be free to respond 

appropriately to the evidence, whatever it might be.



Well, what would be intelligent motivation?

ÅJust as intelligent belief would enable us to respond to 

evidence to develop an accurate map of the world and its 

possibities, 

ïé and use this to generate expectations that could guide

action accordingly, 

ïé intelligent motivation would enable us to respond to 

evidence to develop an accurate evaluation of the world 

and its possibilities,  

Åé and use this to generate expectations that could 

guide our action accordingly.



Combining intelligence in belief and desire

ÅWith intelligent belief and intelligent motivation, we could 

navigate into the future,

ïé steering by the light of the values we have learned

ïé and setting ourselves up to learn yet more from the 

outcomes of acting on these values.



Could desire be such an intelligent faculty?

ÅSomehow we must break away from hydraulic or magnetic 

imagery, to see how valuation could regulate motivation, 

ïé creating the possibility of genuinely novel, reason-based 

action

ïé just as we can form genuinely novel, reason-based 

beliefs. 

ÅDesire, then, must be able to mobilize and guide activity on 

behalf of values not yet realized, but represented imaginatively. 

ÅWhat would such desire be like?



Paris!

ÅParis!
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ParParis!!
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Paris é
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