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THREE PHILOSOPHICAL RESEARCH PROGRAMMES 
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I 

In a want and belief conflict, you want something to be true, but 
believe it to be false. One solution, which we might as well call 
positive, is for the world to change so as to make true what you 
want to be true; you yourself or somebody else may even 
deliberately change things with that end in mind. In a negative 
solution, by contrast, the change is only in your attitudes. You lose 
your want, or at any rate your beliefin the falsity ofwhat you want 
to be true. One or both of your two conflicting attitudes may even 
be deliberately destroyed. But the world does not change so as to 
give you what you want. 

Some want and belief conflicts have no positive solution. There is 
in particular no positive solution to conflicts in which what the 
victim wants is that some purely metaphysical proposition is true. 
Suppose that there are no spiritual substances, no naturally 
necessary connections between events, no non-natural moral 
properties, no real objects with colour qualities, that material 
appearances in general are only a 'false imaginary glare.' Probably, 
among people who accept this minimalist world-picture, there are 
those who would very much like it to be false. But if it is true, no
one can make it false and nor will it become false of its own 
accord. 

All want and belief conflicts, metaphysical or otherwise, have on 
the other hand some negative solution. Maybe the victim will 

discover that what he wants to be true has been true all 
along. Maybe he will lose his desire by discovering that it has an 
incoherent content, or depends on a false belief about means and 
ends. Even ifthese easy ways out are not available, there are always 
other methods by which the victim or somebody else can, perhaps 
at very great cost, destroy the belief or, usually at less cost, the 
desire. And if the cost of a complete solution is indeed too great to 
accept it may still be possible to diminish the force of one at least of 
the two conflicting attitudes. If you want p to be true but believe it 
false then maybe you can diminish the force of the want, without 
eliminating it altogether, by reflecting that if p were true then 
something else would also be true which you want to be false. The 
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principle applies as much to metaphyical attitudes as it does in 
everyday life. Disliking perpetual illusion, but accepting a Lockean 
theory of perception, you want it to be true but believe it false that 
the physical world is pretty much as it appears to the senses. But 
then, as you believe, with a physical world of that sort no 
physicalist theory of mind would be true. There would be some 
consolation in that thought if physicalism were something that you 
independently wanted to be true. 

A research programme now suggests itself. Identify metaphysical 
want and belief conflicts by which people are afflicted. Then see 
how, if at all, on your own ethics of wanting and believing, the 
conflicts can be resolved or mitigated, and look also for information 
which would be useful, on any such ethics, or at least on some 
popular but alien ethics, when it comes to deliberation about how 
the conflicts are to be coped with. This is one of the three 
programmes I want to discuss. I will call it the Simple Programme. 
It does look, though, as if the Simple Programme ought to be 
subsumable under some broader and more unified enterprise. The 
other two programmes are subsuming enterprises of this kind. In 
one of them, the target of the Simple Programme is broadened to 
cover not just conflicts between a want and a belief but disharmony 
in sets of attitudes with any number of members, and in sets which 
include wants only or beliefs only as well as ones with a mixed 
membership. The other programme is to construct and apply a 
series of what I will call evaluative world views. 

II 

Let me begin with more about the general notion of a want and 
belief conflict. As victim of such a conflict, you want p to be true 
but believe it false. Suppose you resolve the conflict by discarding 
your belief that not-p, perhaps on the grounds that there is no good 
evidence for p's falsity. Even if you no longer believe that p is false, 
you may still fail to believe that it is true. There may as you think 
be as little evidence for p as there is for not-po And this non-belief 
that p is liable to be irksome, if you continue to want p to be true. 
One can of course imagine cases in which, wanting p to be true, you 
would still rather not positively believe that it is - perhaps you 
know that ifyou did come to believe that p you would immediately 
tell your sister who would then do something which, if p were true, 
would spoil everything. But in the normal case, non-belief that p 
will be as irksome as belief that not-p, if you want p to be true. 
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Resolution of a conflict between wanting p to be true and 
not-p is then liable to leave a residue of frustration. This 
frustration is liable to generate another want and belief 
closely related to the on~ resolved. Ifp is the proposition which, 
the original conflict, you wanted to be true but believed to be 
then the conflict which may still amict you even after you have 
stopped believing that not-p is between wanting to have a true 
belief that p and believing that you lack this true belief. Reverting 
to the Lockean example, suppose you want it to be true but initially 
believe it false that independently existing objects have colour 
qualities, as distinct from mere dispositions to produce experiences 
as of their having colour qualities. You then stop believing in the 
falsity of this desideratum: on closer inspection the arguments for 
its falsity appear unconvincing. But still you are unable quite to 
believe that poppies really are qualitatively scarlet: there seems in 
fact to be no good evidence either way. It is irksome to want 
something to be true and not to believe that it is. But you may well 
not be content to resolve the matter just by somehow getting 
yourself to believe what you want to be true. You are more likely to 
want it to be the case that you will acquire that belief only if what. 
you will believe is true. So the conflict which is still liable to amict 
you, after the dissolution of your original conflict, is between 
wanting to have a true belief that things are qualitatively coloured ,; 
and believing that this true belief is something that you lack. Want 
and belief conflicts are thus liable to occur in pairs. A person who 
wants p to be true but believes it false is also liable subsequently to 
want, but believe he lacks, a true belief in that same proposition p. 
And of course for any person who wants p to be true but believes it 
false, a different person, never amicted by that conflict, may 
nevertheless still want, but believe he lacks, a true belief that p. 
This pairing makes for economy in a general programme ofconflict 
resolution. If it turns out to. be a bad thing to want p to be true, 
then this has a bearing on how to resolve not only a conflict 
between wanting p to be true and believing it false, but also a 
conflict between wanting and believing one lacks a true belief that 
p. For we can assume that, in the latter conflict, the desire to have a 
true belief that p is wholly dependent on the desire for p to be true. 
Similarly, information about what evidence there is for and against 
p could have a bearing on how to resolve each conflict in the pair. It 
could have a bearing on whether it is a good thing to abolish the 
belief that not-p, and hence on how to resolve a conflict between 
wanting p to be true and believing p false. And it could have 

THREE PHILOSOPHICAL RESEARCH PROGRAMMES 49 

bearing on whether it is a good thing to acquire the belief that p, 
and hence on how to resolve a conflict between wanting to have, 
and believing one lacks, a true belief that p. 

The Simple Programme is concerned then with pairs of conflicts, 
in which the first member is a conflict between wanting p to be true 
and believing it false, and the second a conflict between wanting to 
have a true beliefin that same proposition p, and believing that one 
lacks this true belief. J will call these A-pairs. The single 
proposition p which in the first member of an A-pair one wants to 
be true and in the second wants to be the object of a true belief we 
can call the shared proposition of that A-pair. And the desire for p's 
truth, whose abolition would resolve both conflicts in an A-pair, we 
can call the basis of the A-pair. Sometimes, in an A-pair, the first 
member is what we can call a first-order conflict and the second 
member a second order conflict. In a first-order conflict, it is no 
part ofwhat the victim wants to be true but believes to be false that 
he has a certain attitude. In a second or higher order conflict part 
at least of what the victim wants to be true but believes to be false is 
that he has a certain want, or a certain belief. 

III 

Parts of traditional analytical philosophy can I think be explained 
as unavowed fragments of the Simple Programme. Prominent 
among traditional analysanda were sentences seemingly used to 
make meaningless, false or undecidable statements about the 
properties and relations of things in themselves. The aim was to 
reduce these sentences to others usable only to make non
problematical statements, or to show that the seeming use of these 
sentences to make problematical statements was somehow really 
equivalent to the use of other sentences not to make statements but 
rather to express feelings or emotions. Thus behaviourists reduced 
sentences seemingly used to make undecidable or unintelligible 
statements about inner mental states to sentences usable only to 
make hypothetical statements about behaviour. And emotivists 
held that the seeming use of sentences of forms like 'x is morally 
good' to make statements about the non-natural moral properties 
of things in themselves was somehow really equivalent to the use of 
other sentences, not to make statements about x or about oneselfas 
speaker but rather to express one's feelings of approval. As Simon 
Blackburn has noted, 'there is a tendency for reductionist 
programmes to take on a revisionist air ... ; for a successful 
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reduction we need an A-discourse which poses some problem, a B
vocabulary used to say things which do not pose this problem and 
an equation between any proposition expressed in the first and 
some set ofjudgements expressed in the second.' But 'if the original 
problem is a substantive or persistent one, then the fact that A
statements are subject to it by itself suggests that we take them to 
mean something different from the B-statements, so that the 
equation fails ... if the reduction is really motivated, then it cannot 
be true.' I But if the analyst does move from equivalence claims to 
the actual replacement of the problematic statements, then the 
question arises of how the replacing statements or expressions of 
attitudes are to be selected. Why for example should problematical 
statements about non-natural moral properties be replaced by 
expressions of approval rather than by statements about natural 
properties? One might answer that the obvious replacement is the 
non-problematic residue of the original problematical use. Thus if 
statements about non-natural properties were partly unintelligible 
they did at least clearly commit the speaker to approving· of 
whatever possessed these properties, and this approval is their non
problematical residue. Or take singular causal sentences of the 
form 'a causes b'. Suppose these are normally used to assert that it 
is naturally necessary that A-type events stand in a regular relation 
of type X to B-type events, and the natural necessity here is 
supposed to be unintelligible or unverifiable. Then the proper 
replacement for singular causal statements will simply be state
ments saying that as a matter of contingent fact A-type events 
stand in a regular relation of type X to B-type events. But even if 
some such unproblematical residue can always be identified, why 
count it as a replacement, rather than just as an unproblematical 
residue? Why not supply different and non-residual statements or 
expressions of attitudes instead? Obviously these questions are 
unanswerable without reference to the actual purpose of the 
analytical operation. And they are easy enough to answer if we see 
the whole operation as an attempt to identify and resolve a want 
and beliefconflict. Thus, we initially want to take the problematical 
sentences or their uses at face value, want it to be true or known 
that things in themselves have non-natural moral properties, are 
connected as a matter of natural necessity, or whatever. Philos
ophical criticism then leads us to believe that we cannot have what 
we want. And the conflict is resolved by a demonstration that it is 

I S. Blackburn, Spreading lhe Word, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1984, p. 54. 
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unreasonable to want it. Maybe things are no worse, or even better, 
if there are no actual moral properties, but only attitudes of 
approval or disapproval towards various features of the natural 
world, no naturally necessary connections, but only connections, 
no ghost in the machine but only the machine. 

The advantage of making the replacement criterion explicit is 
that the philosopher must then actually justify any particular 
choice of replacement. And if this is something he cannot do, he 
must then reconsider the whole want and belief conflict to whose 
resolution that choice of replacement was supposed to contribute. 
Maybe the original sentences are less problematical than he 
thought they were. Maybe there is no way of abolishing that want, 
and the best we can hope for is a palliative, based on the reflection 
that if things had beep as users of the original sentences wanted 
them to be, then something else would have been true which we 
want to be false. 

If the want element in the conflict can be abolished, by showing 
how, even as things actually are, our wants can still be satisfied, 
then in some cases we will find that, between what we originally 
wanted and the compensatory reality there are analogies sufficiently 
strong for it not to be totally misleading to go on talking as if what 
we originally wanted is true. Blackburn's programme of 'quasi
realism,2 can perhaps be seen partly as an attempt to bring out 
such analogies, in cases where we want things in themselves to have 
certain properties, but the desire can be abolished by our realising 
how little is lost if that is not the case. So for example we initially 
want things in themselves to have non-natural moral properties, 
but so long as we do have modifiable attitudes of approval or 
disapproval, things are, allegedly, no worse than they would have 
been if our initial unsatisfiable desires had been satisfied. Further
more, there are enough analogies between relations among 
propositions about non-natural moral properties arid relations 
among attitudes of approval for us to resist a simple 'error' theory 
of moral language, and for it not to be totally misleading to go on 
speaking with the vulgar. 

Sometimes what had to be replaced was not just declared false or 
undecidable but actually condemned as meaningless. How, in cases 
like this, would it help the analyst to select a replacement if he saw 
it as his task to resolve a want and belief conflict? How can he 
compare the value of what is actual with the value of what cannot 

2 Op. cit., S. Blackburn, pp. 170-223. 
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even be understood? Would not the mere demonstration of 
meaninglessness be enough to resolve the conflict, given that any 
want withers when its owner appreciates the incoherence of its 
content? The answer is that even if one cannot continue to want 
something after realising its incoherence, one may still go on 
wanting the end served, as one mistakenly thought, by the 
incoherent object of desire. Suppose you wanted there to be some 
actions with knowable non-natural properties of goodness because 
you thought that only if that were true could there be anything but 
a chaos of irresoluble practical disagreement. Suppose the concept 
of such a property turns out to be incoherent. You still want 
practical agreement, even if you no longer want actions to have the 
non-natural properties. And sentences expressing attitudes of 
approval will replace sentences describing properties if fears of 
disagreement turn out to depend for example on mistaken belief 
about the extent to which people do genuinely disagree on what they 
want purely for its own sake. Perhaps there are also cases in which 
the replacement can be taken as the literal basis of an initially 
unconscious metaphor which is meaningless only if taken at literal 
face value. So for example if there is no intelligible and literal· 
interpretation of 'naturally necessary connection', 'naturally 
necessary' may nevertheless somehow metaphorically register the 
existence of good evidence for a spatio-temporally unrestricted 
regularity among events like those said to be necessarily connected. 
As soon as we are confronted with the literal basis of the metaphor, 
we realise that it is really only that basis which we want to be true. 

There are ofcourse bits ofanalytical philosophy which cannot be 
explained as unavowed contributions to the Simple Programme. It 
is hard for example to think of any want and belief conflict which 
this elaborate analysis of Professor Goldman's might help us to 
resolve: 'at t S non-inferentially perceptually knows ofobject b that 
it has property F, if and only if 

(I) 	for some maximal set of nonrelational properties J and some 
DOE relation R, object b has (all the members of) J at t and 
is in R to S at t, 

(2) F belongs to J, 
(3) (A) b's havingJ and being in R to S at t perceptually causes 

S at T to have some percept P, 
(B) P non-inferentially causes Sat t to believe (or sustains S 
in believing) of object b that it has property F, and 
(C) there is no alternative state of affairs <c,K,R*> such 
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that (i) <c,K,R*> is a relevant perceptual equivalent of 
<bJ,R> for Sat t relative to property F, and (ii) F does not 
belong to K.'3 

Or consider Professor van Inwagen's recent arguments for the 
incompatibility of free will and determinism. What follows if they 
are sound? Is it that since freedom is an object of desire and 
determinism something we ought to believe, acceptance of in
compatibilism generates a conflict of attitudes that we would like to 
resolve? Not according to van Inwagen. Beliefin determinism is, he 
thinks, 'wholly unjustified', at least at 'the present time.'4 Is it then 
that a want and beliefconflict may be in store for us later on? Again 
it seems not. Van Inwagen thinks that moral responsibility entails 
free will, and that quite independently of any argument for or 
against incompatibilism or determinism, we cannot help thinking 
that we know we have moral responsibility.5 Why then the fifty 
complex pages of pro-incompatibilist argument? The answer, I 
fear, is that they are offered, like Goldman's analysis, as a pure 
aesthetic object, or at any rate just as knowledge, which we are 
supposed, oddly, to value for its own sake. 

IV 

Some more now about the actual resolution and mitigation of want 
and belief conflicts. There are two sides to the Simple Programme: 
I am to work out the implications of my own ethics ofwanting and 
believing, but I am also to look for neutrally useful information, 
applicable on any such ethics, or at least for information applicable 
on an ethics of wanting and believing which, though not held by 
myself, is widely held. 

The first member of an A-pair is a first-order conflict between 
wanting p to be true and believing p false, and the second member 
is a second-order conflict between wanting to have a true belief that 
p, and believing that this is something one lacks. The basis ofan A
pair is the desire for p to be true. I call it the basis because on it 
depends that desire to have a true belief that p, which figures in the 
second conflict of the pair. Is there neutrally useful information 
about the basis of the A-pair? Whatever his ethics of wanting, and 
whichever conflict in the pair he suffers from, the victim should ask 

3 A. Goldman, 'Discrimination and perceptual knowledge,' jOUT7UJ1 ofPhilosophy 73 (1976), 
pp.785-6. 

4 P. Van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1983, p. 204. 
5 Op. cit., P. van Tnwagen, p. 204. 
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whether his desire for p to be true has a coherent content. If 

come to accept that the actual content of your want ifincons 

then this, as already noted, actually abolishes your want, and 

empts further deliberation about whether it would be best to 

discard it. Equally, if you accept that the content of someone else's 

want is inconsistent, you can count revelation of this fact to the 

victim as one means of resolving his conflict. There is of course 

wanting to have one's cake and eat it. But this covers two things, 

neither ofwhich is having a want with an incoherent content. I may 

accuse you ofwanting that not because you would yourselfdescribe 

what you want in that way, not because the actual content of your 

want is incoherent, but because what you want is mistakenly 

believed by you to be logically possible. In the other case, you want 

to have your cake, and you also want to eat it. It mayor may not be 

that one of these wants is stronger than the other. But there are in 

any event two wants, whose objects, as you may perfectly well 

realise, are incompatible, and not one want with an object which 

you realise is inconsistent. I should perhaps also note the 
distinction between saying that the content of a want is incoherent 
and saying that it is incoherent to suppose that it will ever be 
satisfied. You can perfectly well go on wanting x not to have 
happened, knowing that, necessarily, it is too late for this desire to 
be satisfied, provided you do not think that 'x did not happen' is 
itsclfincoherent. Want and belief conflicts can easily survive belief, 
on the victim's part, that the actual satisfaction of his want is 
impossible. 

Another question to ask, on every ethic ofwanting, is whether, in 
the desire for p to be true, its being the case that p is wanted for its 
own sake, or for the sake of something else. For if you want p to be 
true for the sake of something else, then you believe something 
about the relations between p's truth and this other object ofdesire. 
And this beliefmay be one that you ought to destroy. But if you do 
destroy it, then, depending on whether you want p's truth solely or 
partly for the sake of this other thing, you will also destroy or 
diminish your desire for p's truth. Whether the belief really is one 
that you ought to destroy depends ofcourse on your ethics of belief. 

Your ethics of belief will also determine more directly whether 
you think you should resolve the first order conflict by abolishing 
your belief that p is false, and whether you should resolve the 
second-order conflict by acquiring a belief that p. Suppose for 
example that you are what we might call an absolute lover of truth: 
you think that it is better to believe something that not to believe it 
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ifand only ifwhat you believe is true. Then ifyou do indeed believe 
that p is false, you can hardly think you should destroy that belief, 
even if you have no evidence for it, and however much unhappiness 
you think will result from having it. For so long as you really do 
believe that not-p, you will, on wondering whether not-p is true, 
answer that it is true, and hence that it is better to believe it. 
Consider by contrast a utilitarian ethic ofbelief, on which believing 
something is better than not believing it if and only if believing it 
maximises happiness. Here vicious infinite regression is involved in 
any attempt to apply the ethic to a particular case. Suppose I 
believe that happiness would be maximised if I destroyed my belief 
that not-po I will still need to ask whether happiness would be 
maximised by destroying this belief about the consequences of 
destroying my belief that not-po Suppose I believe that it would. 
Then I will still need to ask whether happiness would be 
maximised by destroying this last belief. And so on ad infinitum. Is 
there in fact any ethic ofbelief, apart from an absolute love of truth, 
which will yield definite practical advice about when and when not 
to destroy belief? More work would be needed on this question, and 
on parallel questions about the acquisition of belief, before the 
Simple Programme could be carried out. 

Finally, ifone's ethic ofwanting and believing makes it better not 
completely to resolve a want and belief conflict, because better not 
to abolish either the want or the belief, it may still allow the conflict 
to be mitigated. It is difficult to go on wanting p to be true as much 
as one previously did if one accepts that if p then, probably at least, 
not-q, where q is something else that one wants to be true. These 
attitudes to q and to the relation between p's truth and q's truth 
must of course be ones that one ought to have. But there is Ino 
inconsistency between the obligation and an obligation not 
completely to resolve the original conflict. I note that the original 
desire will not be diminished if one believes that q is false anyway: 
one must either think that, actually, q is true, or have no beliefas to 
q's truth-value. If I want to be a great composer, and believe that 
this is indeed my future, it will be a comfort for my not being an 
expert statistician that this would have prevented my musical 
greatness. Maybe there is still some consolation here if, wanting to 
be a great composer, I cannot quite believe that I never will be. But 
if I do believe that I will never achieve musical immortality it is no 
comfort at all for not being an expert statistician, that if I had been 
then musical immortality would not have been my destiny. If you 
want q to be true, then, and do not believe it false, your desire for 
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p's truth will be diminished if you come to believe that if p 

probably at least, not-q. It is a principle constantly applied 

friends, parents, psychotherapists. So too is the principle that if yOU 

want q to be false, and do not believe it to be true, your desire for 

p's truth will be diminished if you come to believe that probably q 

would have been true if something relevantly similar to p had been 

true. 'Once, an elderly general practitioner consulted me because of 

his severe depression. He could not overcome the loss of his wife 

who had died two years before and whom he had loved above all 

else. Now how could I help him? What should I tell him? Well, I 

refrained from telling him anything but instead confronted him 

with the question, "What would have happened, Doctor, if you had 

died first, and your wife would have had to survive you?" "Oh", he 

said, "for her this would have been terrible; how she would have 

suffered." Whereupon I replied, "You see, Doctor, such a suffering 

has been spared her, and it was you who have spared her this 

suffering; but now, you have to pay for it by surviving and 

mourning her." He said no word but shook my hand and calmly 

left my office'.6 

v 
Is the philosopher simply to resolve or mitigate whatever meta
physical want and belief conflicts happen to present themselves, or 
can the Simple Programme be subsumed under something more 
unified? 

If I want p to be true but believe it false, then although I might 
not in the least mind having either attitude if I did not have the 
other, their simultaneous possession is irksome by virtue of my 
awareness of the logical relation between their objects. Described in 
that way, want and belief conflicts take on the appearance of a 
special case. Some irksome pairs of separately acceptable attitudes 
will consist of a want and a belief; others will be pairs of beliefs, or 
at any rate of inclinations to believe. Want and beliefconflicts have 
something in common with Buridan's Ass predicaments, and with 
the conflicts generated by antinomies, in which we are inclined to 
believe each of some pair of propositions while not seeing how to 
avoid the inconsistency to which this seems to commit us. And in 
addition to pairs ofseparately acceptable attitudes, irksome to their 
owner because of his beliefs about the logical relations between 
their objects, there will also be sets irksome for that reason with any 

6 V. Frankl, Man's SeaTchfoT Meaning, London, Hodder and Stoughton, 1964, pp. 14-15. 
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number of members. Ifwe can fix the whole genus, we can see the 
Simple Programme as part of a broader programme in which all 
species of such collectively irksome sets are to be dissolved or 
neutralised. Those bits ofthe programme which count as philosophy 
would do so because of the generality of the objects of the warring 
attitudes. 

Let us define a B-set as a set of attitudes, all simultaneously 
owned by the same person and all either wants or beliefs. Contents 
of wants and beliefs are, we can suppose, given by sentences. These 
mayor may not be ambiguous or meaningless. Each sentence 
giving the content of a member of a B-set may express more than 
one definite proposition; each such sentence mayor may not 
express any definite proposition at all. Next let us define a C-set as 
a B-set in which each content of each component want or belief 
determines just one definite and self-consistent proposition; and 
such that the whole set of these propositions in inconsistent. Could 
we now say, at least as a first approximation, that the more general 
programme under which the simple programme ought to be 
subsumed is a programme of helping people to be rid at an 
acceptable cost of the unwelcome conviction or suspicion that some 
of their B-sets are C-sets? Either we show that at least one sentence 
giving the content of an attitude in the B-set is ambiguous, and can 
be taken to express a proposition such that the whole set of 
propositions expressed by the sentences giving the contents of the 
attitudes is not inconsistent after all. Or we show that at least one 
attitude in the C-set ought to be got rid of. 

This of course needs some elaboration. For one thing, one might 
not always mind owning what one takes to be a C-set, as originally 
defined. There is nothing particularly disturbing about believing 
that p and q are incompatible while believing that one wants p to 
be true and wants q to be true if one also believes that these desires 
are of unequal strength. And if we operate with degrees of belief, 
instead of belief simpliciter, there is in the same way nothing 
disturbing about thinking one has a C-set in which one has 
different degrees of belief in each of a pair of incompatible 
propositions, so long as the subjective probabilities obey the axioms 
of the probability calculus and add up to 1. So perhaps, in the 
definition of 'C-set', we should substitute 'degree of belief for 
'belief and stipulate that no two wants in a C-set are to be of equal 
strength, and that all degrees of belief in a C-set obey the 
probability axioms. We should also consider cases in which one or 
more of the attitudes in a C-set is an attitude towards an attitude, 
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as for example wanting or believing that that one wants 

or that one believes something to a certain degree. One can want _, 

be rid of certain B-sets containing attitudes towards attitudes, _.~.. 

though one does not think that these are C-sets on the original or 

modified definition. For example, if I think that p and q are 

inconsistent, I would rather not both want to believe that p and 

want to believe that q, even where these desires are of unequal 

strength. I will have this preference even though I know that 'I 

believe that p' and 'I believe that q' are consistent, and hence that 

my B-set is not a C-set. 

The programme of helping people to get rid of the unwelcome 
suspicion that some of their B-sets are C-sets would, like the 
original Simple Programme, be especially congenial to philosophers 
of the dialectical tradition. Progress is to be made through the 
resolution of a conflict. And as a kind ofdialectical philosophy, this 
random anti-C-set programme can be contrasted with enterprises 
of two other kinds. There is the Hegelian programme ofordering all 
conflicts in some single finite series, through which one progresses, 
in the words of McTaggart, as a ship 'tacking against the wind 
blowing head on from its ultimate destination', to a saving grasp of 
the Absolute Idea. 7 And then there is dialectical thought of an 
entirely non-therapeutic kind in which the aim is merely to 
assemble tragic bourgeois-confounding or just curious instances 
of inner and interpersonal strife. 

But there are objections to a general anti-C-set programme. One 
is that one has no clear prior conception of what one would have to 
do in order to complete it. Unless one can somehow group C-sets 
by what their propositions are about, it seems impossible to 
anticipate the kinds of C-sets by which people are liable to be 
afflicted. One would be fighting forever against a guerilla army 
perpetually replenished by the fertility of one's own confusion. 
Also, the ostensibly unifYing formal concept of a C-set masks 
differences of urgency among the various conflicts it covers. 
Compare want and belief conflicts with the conflicts which 
antinomies generate. These are also covered by the same C-set 
description. An antinomy is an obvious contradiction seemingly 
supported by a plausible body of argument. There are actually two 
cases. (I) An unambiguous sentence expresses a proposition of the 
form 'p and not-p', and there is a plausible argument for this 
proposition. (2) An ambiguous sentence which seems to express 

1 J. McTaggart, Studies in the Hegelian Dialectic, Cambridge, University Press, 1896,
pp. 146-7. 
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nothing but a contradiction can also express a non-contradictory 
proposition, and what seemed like a good argument for p and not
p, can be disambiguated into a pair of arguments, one of which 
really is a good argument for the non-contradictory proposition. 
Russell's Class Paradox would on some views illustrate the first 
case. We have the unambiguous sentence 'the class of all classes 
that are not members of themselves both is, and is not, a member of 
itself, and to reject the argument for the contradiction which this 
expresses we must reject the principle that for any condition you 
can formulate there is a class whose members are the things 
meeting this condition.8 The antinomies of Kant's first Critique 
illustrate the second case. In each antinomy thesis and antithesis 
can be joined together ina single sentence which expresses a self
contradictory proposition, and the arguments for the thesis and the 
antithesis can be joined together in a single argument whose 
conclusion is that sentence. In effect, Kant's resolution is to show 
that the single sentence we then get is ambiguous and also 
expresses a non-contradictory proposition which is entailed by true 
propositions expressed by the ambiguous premisses of the single 
argument. Being baffled by an antinomy is one way of believing one 
owns a C-set. The plausible body of argument makes one want to 
believe that S and also makes one want to believe that not-S, and 
one appears to have two wants whose indirect and ultimate 
contents determine an inconsistent pair of propositions. One finds 
it irksome to own both wants because one believes it impossible to 
believe both that S and that not-S, and the arguments do not give 
one a preference for believing either. But the C-set description 
disguises the fact that bafflement by antinomies is less irksome than 
affliction by want and belief conflicts. Even if there really is a pair 
of incompatible propositions each of which one is inclined to 
believe, one does know in advance that at least one of the two 
propositions is false, so that one or other of the attitudes can be 
abandoned with impunity. But there is no such prior assurance in 
the case of wanting p to be true while believing it false. Each 
attitude can be perfectly reasonable, and their joint possession a 
permanent affliction. 

VI 

Should we revert then to the Simple Programme of trying to resolve 
or mitigate whatever want and belief conflicts happen to present 

R w. V. Quine, The Ways of Paradox, New York, Random House, 1966, pp. 3-20. 
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themselves? Perhaps. But such piecemeal efforts can nevertheleaabe given an overriding purpose. 
Suppose you ask yourself these questions: Ofwhich kind or kinds 

of things do I want there to be at least one instance? How many 
instances of that kind or kinds do I want there to be? The questions, 
it is understood, are about what you want to be the case for its own 
sake, about your ultimate desiderata. Ifyou now ask, ofeach kind, 
whether it really is instantiated to the extent you want, and there is 
some kind of which you are forced to answer that it is not, then 
there are questions of how if at all that can be altered by human 
action: can we multiply existing instances, or even produce an 
instance where no instance has ever existed before? Answers to 
these questions either suggest courses ofaction which you will want 
for the sake of what you want to exist for its own sake, or, if it 
appears that nothing can be done, questions suggest themselves 
about whether it would really have been better if something could 
have been done, or if some particular kind had already been 
instantiated to the extent that you want. Maybe, ifit had been, that 
would have stopped there being instances of some other kind; 
maybe instances ofone of your favoured kinds cannot be produced 
without destroying instances of another. 

A unified and reasoned set of answers to this series of questions 
constitutes an evaluative world-view. Many familiar ideologies can 
be reformulated in these terms. In secular humanism,.for example, 
nothing is wanted for its own sake but the existence of people, or at 
any rate the satisfaction of human wants. Action to satisfy these 
wants has no supernatural reinforcement and can only exploit the 
regularity of nature. On a secular aestheticism the only things 
wanted for their own sakes are sensuous qualities, unified 
structures of such qualities, mathematical structures, unified plans 
ofaction successfully carried out. People are valued only as bearers 
or makers of these qualities, structures and sequences ofaction. On 
a Schopenhauerian world view nothing is wanted for its own sake 
but the avoidance of frustrated desire, and because the world is 
essentially blind will the only effective way to that is the total 
abolition of individual desire: art is valuable only as distraction 
from the treadmill, morality only as the first stage of self
annihilation. On a traditional theistic world view nothing is wanted 
for its own sake but God's existence and the effectiveness of his will; 
what he wills includes things which on some secular world views 
are wanted for their own sakes, and he offers grace to reinforce the 
free human action by which he wills that some of the things he wills 
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are to be achieved. (Or, better perhaps, for anything other than 
God's existence which is wanted for its own sake, wanting that 
other thing for its own sake is an attitude wanted only for the sake 
of wanting what God wants.9 ) 

Evaluative world views have both critical and casuistical 
applications. They can be combined with detailed empirical beliefs 
to yield more detailed plans of action, both private projects and 
public policies. And existing plans of action, patterns of activity or 
aspiration, even particular actions and desires, can be criticised in 
the light of a world view and a set of detailed empirical beliefs. Is 
this or that plan or pattern of action or desire itself an instance of a 
kind whose instantiation is, in the world view, consciously wanted 
for its own sake? Does it, alternatively, make some causal 
contribution to the instantiation of such a kind? Such casuistry and 
criticism can be autobiographical, as when the author, with an eye 
to actual or potential allies, applies his own world view, using his 
own detailed empirical beliefs. It can also be ad hominem, as when 
the author, with an interest in the prediction of behaviour or the 
diffusion of consistency, applies an alien world view, using the 
detailed empirical beliefs of those who accept it. And there are also 
neutral brands of casuistry and criticism, in which the author aims 
to apply universally shared elements of different world views with 
the aid ofuniversally shared empirical beliefs. A world view mayor 
may not be self-critical. It describes someone's ultimate desiderata 
and contains statements about how far these wants are or can be 
joinly satisfied. A self-critical world view will try to show that belief 
in some at least of these statements is itself an instance of a kind of 
thing wanted for its own sake or itself a causal condition for the 
instantiation of such a kind. It will in other words contain an 
epistemology or ethics of belief to which it will show that at least 
some part of itself conforms. Every task traditionally called 
philosophical finds its place somewhere in the construction of 
application of a self-critical world view. But some studies tradition
ally called philosophical - normative social theory or applied 
ethics are at the same time indistinguishable from more or less iIl
informed applied psychology or social science. And others 
conceptual analysis or logical criticism - are or should be 'part of 
the daily work of every special scientist. But if philosophy is defined 
as the construction, not application, of self-critical world views, 

9 R. Adams, '1bc Problem of Total Devotion' in R. Audi and W. Wainwright (cds.), 
Rationality, Religious Beliefand Moral Commitment, Ithaca, Cornell University Press 1986, pp. 
169-194. 
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then its task is distinct from anything which is or could be{~ 
attempted by any special science. " 

How does the study of metaphysical want and belief conflicts fit 
into this conception of philosophy? Consider, if you like, a conflict 
between wanting there to be non-natural properties of goodness 
and believing that there are none. The effort to resolve or mitigate 
the conflict necessarily produces a preliminary sketch of one 
fragment of a world view. In deliberating on the conflict, one 
naturally asks whether the existence of the properties is something 
the victim wants for its own sake or for the sake of something else 
that he wants for its own sake, and if the latter, whether his want 
depends on a belief he ought to abandon. One would also ask 
whether the victim really ought to believe that there are no such 
properties. And one might in the end also have to ask whather, if 
there were such properties, something else would be false which the 
victim wants to be true. But these are precisely the questions which 
the constructor of evaluative world views poses about every kind of 
thing whose instantiation he might want for its own sake. And since 
his task is too huge for him to dispense with partial and preliminary 
sketches he can be glad of piecemeal efforts to resolve or mitigate 
metaphysical want and belief conflicts, even though improved 
solutions may well be deducible from his ultimate construction. 
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