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Abstract The aim of this paper is to lay the groundwork for extending the idea of

transparent introspection to wishes. First, I elucidate the notion of transparent

introspection and highlight its advantages over rival accounts of self-knowledge

(Sect. 1). Then I pose several problems that seem to obstruct the extension of

transparent introspection to wishes (Sect. 2). In order to overcome these problems, I

call into question the standard propositional attitude analysis of non-doxastic atti-

tudes (Sect. 3). My considerations lead to a non-orthodox account of attitudes in

general and wishes in particular in light of which the problems presented in Sect. 2

disappear (Sect. 4).
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The idea of transparent introspection looms large in the current debate about self-

knowledge.1 According to this idea, in determining one’s own current mental states,

one does not look inward, but focuses instead on certain ‘‘worldly’’ items, that is,

objects, properties or combinations thereof that are, or seem to be, out there in the

world. Since transparent introspection seems to be a promising alternative to

traditional accounts of self-knowledge, it might be desirable to apply it to the whole

range of mental states.2 However, a satisfactory application of transparent
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1 See Byrne (2005, 2011a, b, 2012), Dretske (1995), Evans (1982), Fernandez (2003, 2013), Gallois

(1996), Gordon (1996), Moran (2001), and Tye (1995)—to name but a few.
2 It might be asked why an account of self-knowledge that works fine with some mental states should be

extended to all mental states. See Byrne (2012, p. 172) for a convincing argument in favor of ‘‘unified’’

accounts of self-knowledge.
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introspection to attitudes other than beliefs—or non-doxastic attitudes, as I will call

them—is still a long time in coming. As far as I can see, this is due to the widely

held view that desires, intentions, etc. are attitudes toward propositions. As will be

argued, accepting this view makes it difficult to develop a satisfactory account of

transparent introspection that covers more than doxastic attitudes. Therefore, I will

propose an alternative account of non-doxastic attitudes that better accords with the

idea of transparent introspection than the standard propositional attitude analysis, as

I will call it.

Since I cannot deal with all non-doxastic attitudes, however, I will confine

myself to wishes3 and try to show that the intentional contents of beliefs and wishes

are fundamentally different. My argument is quite simple. The first premise is that

the intentional content of an attitude coincides with the semantic content of a

sentence which, as uttered by the agent, best expresses the attitude in question. The

second premise is that beliefs are best expressed by sentences in the indicative

mood, whereas wishes are best expressed by sentences in the optative mood. The

third premise is that sentences in different grammatical moods express different

kinds of semantic contents (and these differences cannot be captured by the

performative analysis of non-indicatives). I conclude that wishes do not have the

same kind of intentional content as beliefs: they are not relations to propositions, but

relations to postulations—that is, abstract entities that are the semantic contents of

sentences in an optative mood. This non-orthodox analysis enables us to apply the

idea of transparent introspection to wishes in a satisfying way—and can perhaps

serve as a blueprint for applying the idea of transparent introspection to non-

doxastic attitudes in general.

Before I motivate and develop my alternative account of non-doxastic attitudes,

however, allow me to elucidate the notion of ‘‘transparent introspection’’ in order to

forestall possible misunderstandings from the start. In particular, I would like to

explain what I understand by transparent introspection and what I take to be its main

advantages over competing accounts of self-knowledge. This will be addressed in

Sect. 1. The main discussion, then, commences in Sect. 2, where I describe certain

problems that are raised in connection with the attempt to extend the idea of

3 I intend to use the notion of wish to refer to the elements of a certain subset of what Davis (1986) calls

‘‘volitive desires.’’ Wishes in this sense are ascribed by sentences of the form ‘‘S wishes that p’’—as in ‘‘I

wish that Fred would reply to my letter,’’ ‘‘Bob wishes that he knew what was going on,’’ or ‘‘Angela

wishes that she had never bought this smart phone.’’ Sometimes, ‘‘wish’’ is used to refer to the action that

is carried out, say, by a child blowing out birthday candles. This action does not qualify as a wish in my

sense. However, the child’s activity of making a wish can be regarded as a behavioral manifestation of a

wish in the proper sense of that word. Like many volitive desires, wishes seem to be directed at

proposition-like objects, since the verb ‘‘to wish’’ typically takes a sentential complement. Yet utterances

like ‘‘I wish for chocolate cookies after dinner’’ are not ungrammatical. In such cases, however, ‘‘wish’’ is

used as a stylistic variant of ‘‘would like to have.’’ The corresponding paraphrase ‘‘I would like to have

some chocolate cookies after dinner’’ shows that the wish in question is not simply directed toward

chocolate cookies, but toward a more complex entity that involves, besides chocolate cookies, the speaker

and the relation of eating, having, or being offered. In contrast to many volitive desires, wishes do not

necessarily go hand in hand with dispositions to act in a certain way. For this reason, it is sometimes said

that wishes are not desires at all. I will not take a stand on this classificatory issue, however, since nothing

in what I argue depends on it.
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transparent introspection to wishes. In order to solve these problems, I will

challenge the standard propositional attitude analysis of non-doxastic attitudes and

argue for the semantical significance of grammatical mood (Sect. 3). My

considerations lead to a non-orthodox analysis of wishes, in light of which the

problems presented in Sect. 2 disappear (Sect. 4).

1 The notion of transparent introspection

First of all, let me emphasize that the phrase ‘‘transparent introspection’’ does not

refer to the traditional, sometimes called ‘‘Cartesian,’’ claim that if a person is in a

certain mental state at t, then this person necessarily is aware, believes, or even

knows at t that she currently is in that mental state. This claim has nothing to do

with the idea of transparent introspection (henceforth ‘‘TI’’) as it is understood here,

where it may be formulated as the claim that I typically come to know that I am

currently in a certain mental state, not by peering inward at the mental state itself,

but by focusing instead on certain aspects of the external world, namely, those

aspects that are determined by the intentional content of the mental state in

question.

TI might be related to, but it is far more general than, the claim that when I try to

attend to the phenomenal character of my perceptual experiences it seems to me as

though I do so through attending to the features of mind-independent objects.4

While the latter claim is restricted to the phenomenal character of one’s perceptual

experiences, the former claim, TI, is not so restricted. Something similar holds for

the claim, also trading under the label of ‘‘transparency,’’ that, typically, I answer

the question as to whether I believe that p by answering the question whether p.5

While ‘‘transparency’’ in the latter sense is restricted to beliefs, TI is not so

restricted. It could be said, then, that TI is the generic variant of those more

restricted claims. Thus, TI corresponds to what Brie Gertler calls ‘‘the Transparency

model’’ of self-knowledge.6

4 This claim is often dubbed ‘‘experiential transparency’’ and it can be traced back to two short passages

in Moore (1903, p. 446 and p. 450). There is a lively discussion about whether Moore’s observation

provides support for ‘‘strong representationalism,’’ i.e., the view—most prominently held by Dretske

(1995) and Tye (1995)—that the qualitative character of our phenomenal mental states is reducible to

their intentional content. See Kind (2007) for a critique of strong representationalism based on a

thoroughgoing analysis of experiential transparency. Hellie (2009) provides a useful annotated

bibliography of the discussion about experiential transparency. In order to forestall possible misunder-

standings, let me emphasize that endorsing TI does not commit one to strong representationalism. It

merely commits one to the view that all mental states—at least those mental states that are

introspectively accessible—have intentional content. This is a view that is promoted, for example, by

Crane (1998), who describes it as, compared to Tye’s view, ‘‘a weaker form of intentionalism, which says

that all mental states are intentional, regardless of whether these states also have non-intentional

properties’’ (p. 234).
5 Cf. Evans (1982, p. 225).
6 Cf. Gertler (2008, Sect. 2.3). For an attempt to sort out the different uses of the notion of transparency

in the context of the philosophy of mind, which is more thoroughgoing than my sketchy remarks, see Paul

(2014).
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TI seems attractive for several reasons. For example, Alex Byrne has argued that

TI is economical in the sense that it ‘‘purports to explain self-knowledge solely in

terms of epistemic capacities and abilities that are needed for knowledge of other

subject matters.’’7 This is particularly clear in the case of belief. According to TI,

the only thing one has to do in order to realize whether one believes that, say,

Tegucigalpa is the capital of Honduras is to wonder whether Tegucigalpa is the

capital of Honduras. Wondering whether Tegucigalpa is the capital of Honduras, in

turn, does not require any special epistemic capacities and abilities beyond what is

needed for knowing that Tegucigalpa is the capital of Honduras. In this respect, TI

shows a clear advantage over inner-sense theories, which posit an inner self-

scanning or monitoring system that somehow tracks the mental states one is

introspectively aware of in addition to our epistemic capacities and abilities that are

needed for ordinary empirical knowledge.8

Second, Byrne claims that TI explains what he calls peculiar access, i.e., why

‘‘one knows about one’s mental life in a way that one cannot know about another’s

mental life.’’9 The reason for this is obvious, since, for example, I cannot come to

know about my friend’s opinion about the question whether p just by wondering

whether p is the case. In this respect, TI has a clear advantage over Ryle’s (1949)

account of self-knowledge, according to which one knows about one’s own mental

states in much the same way as one knows about other’s mental states.10

Third, Byrne suggests that TI has the potential to explain what he calls privileged

access, that is, why ‘‘our beliefs about our own mental states, arrived at by typical

means, are more likely to amount to knowledge than the corresponding beliefs about

other’s mental states and the corresponding beliefs about one’s environment.’’11 In

the case of belief, Byrne’s claim is obviously true, since proceeding from an

affirmative answer to the question whether p to a second-order belief to the effect

that one believes that p could not possibly lead to wrong results. Byrne nicely

elucidates this fact by saying that someone who comes to know about her or his

beliefs in the ordinary (i.e., first-personal) way can be said to follow an epistemic

rule that reads, ‘‘If p, believe that you believe that p.’’ This rule, as Byrne says, is

self-verifying: ‘‘If it is followed, the resulting second-order belief is true.’’12 When

it comes to mental states other than belief, the case is not so clear. If TI could,

however, be extended such that the epistemic rules that one follows in order to know

about one’s non-belief-like mental states turn out to be self-verifying as well, then

7 Byrne (2012, p. 172). See also Byrne (2011a, p. 109, 2011b, p. 207). Byrne does not use the term

‘‘transparent introspection’’ but speaks of the ‘‘transparency account.’’
8 For recent formulations of inner-sense theories, see Armstrong (1968, p. 323), Lycan (1996), and

Rosenthal (1997).
9 Byrne (2012, p. 166). See also Byrne (2011a, p. 107, 2011b, p. 202). Fernandez (2013) speaks of

‘‘special access’’ in this connection.
10 For recent formulations of Ryle-inspired accounts of self-knowledge, see Carruthers (2011), Gopnik

(1993), and McGeer (1996).
11 Byrne (2012, p. 166 f). See also Byrne (2011a, p. 106, 2011b, p. 202). Fernandez (2013) speaks of

‘‘strong access’’ in this connection.
12 Byrne (2005, p. 96).
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the prospect of providing a satisfying explanation of privileged access in general is

not bad. It would seem that, in this respect, TI has advantages over not only Rylean

accounts of self-knowledge, but also inner-sense theories, since the former appear to

deny the phenomenon of privileged access altogether,13 while the latter seem to face

considerable difficulties in explaining why the deliverances of inner sense are more

likely to amount to knowledge than the deliverances of the outer senses. Something

similar holds for expressivism in the spirit of Wittgenstein (1953) and Malcolm

(1958)—for this kind of expressivism characteristically claims that assertions to the

effect that one is currently in a certain mental state, produced in ordinary

circumstances, do not qualify as manifestations of knowledge at all.14

There is a fourth advantage of TI, which is not mentioned by Byrne. Unlike some

traditional views on self-knowledge, TI does not force us to posit any troublesome

epistemic relations to likewise troublesome mental items. The Unmediated

Observation model of self-knowledge,15 for example, suggests that at least some

of our beliefs about our own mental states are grounded in immediate apprehensions

of irreducible subjective factors—be it sense data, qualia, experiential qualities,

phenomenal properties, or whatsoever. In contrast, TI implies that we do not need to

enter into such relations to such mental items in order to achieve self-knowledge

about our own mental states. This makes TI especially appealing for philosophers

who are interested in reducing the mental to the physical—for it is tempting to say

that the fact that we do not need to immediately apprehend, say, experiential

qualities is best explained by the fact that, roughly speaking, there are none.

According to certain naturalistically inspired philosophers, what we naively take for

the irreducible subjective qualities of our experiences turn out to be nothing more

than the properties which external objects are represented as having—properties that

are out there in the world and thus equally accessible to everyone else.16

Though I am sympathetic towards these points,17 I doubt whether they capture all

there is to the appeal of TI. In my opinion, a great deal of TI’s philosophical appeal

is due to the fact that TI breathes the spirit of direct realism, so to speak.18 As

13 However, see McGeer (1996) for an attempt to account for the phenomenon of privileged access

within a neo-Rylean framework.
14 However, see Tugendhat (1986), Bar-On (2004), and Kemmerling (2012) for neo-expressivist

accounts that avoid this feature of classical expressivism.
15 This is Gertler’s (2008) term. It is supposed to cover certain accounts that hold that we gain

introspective knowledge about our own mental states by observing them. In contrast to proponents of

inner sense theories, however, a proponent of the Unmediated Observation model maintains that ‘‘these

‘inner’ observations differ from ordinary perceptual observations in that nothing mediates, epistemically

or metaphysically, between the observational state and the state observed.’’ (Gertler (2008, Sect. 2.1)) For

a recent formulation of this view, see Gertler (2001, 2012).
16 For such a view on qualia, see Dretske (1995, especially Chap. 2 and 3). Tye (1995, 2002) takes the

same line.
17 Though I am sympathetic with these points I am not, as indicated in footnote 4, willing to go as far as

Dretske and Tye and claim that phenomenal content can be reduced to intentional content.
18 In order to forestall possible misunderstandings, let me add that I do not think that direct realism—

understood as the claim that we directly perceive (or think about) ordinary material objects, i.e., that we

perceive (or think about) them without mediation by some intermediary entities—is plausible or even

correct. There are far too many phenomena—illusion and hallucination in the case of perception,
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traditional philosophical wisdom has it, our mental states form something like an

opaque stratum that separates us from the external world. When we perceive, think

about, or have feelings toward items in the external world—be it objects, states of

affairs, or whatsoever—, we are not directly confronted with those items, but

indirectly, by courtesy of some proxy entities—sense data, ideas, concepts, modes

of presentation, etc.—which are built into our mental states and lead our awareness,

so to speak, in the right channels. Consequently, one’s own mental states are often

regarded as enjoying a certain kind of epistemic priority over items in the external

world. Suppose that we are aware of an external item o through a mental state W.

Proponents of the more traditional view maintain that, while we could not know

anything about o if we were not aware of at least those elements of W in virtue of

which o is presented to us,19 we would certainly be able to know something about W
even if we were not aware of o. Thus, in the traditional view, the idea of a subject

who has effectively ‘‘neutralized’’—or, as Husserl puts it, ‘‘bracketed’’—any belief

about the external world and thereby precludes any awareness of external objects,

but nonetheless succeeds in achieving knowledge about the sense data and modes of

presentation which are present to her mind, is perfectly coherent.20

Footnote 18 continued

referential opacity and intensionality in the case of thinking—that suggest that direct realism is untenable.

However, I do think that direct realism would be a wonderful thing if only it were true. If I had the choice,

I certainly would prefer to be in direct perceptual (or cognitive) contact with the things that matter most to

me. Thus, in my view, any theory that has a touch of direct realism deserves some amount of appreciation.
19 Russell’s account of sense perception might serve as an illustration of this claim. Cf. Russell (1912,

p. 74): ‘‘[T]he sense-data which make up the appearance of my table are things with which I have

acquaintance, things immediately known to me just as they are. My knowledge of the table as a physical

object, on the contrary, is not direct knowledge. Such as it is, it is obtained through acquaintance with the

sense-data that make up the appearance of the table.’’ However, Russell’s account of sense perception is

not the only illustration of the claim that we could not know anything about o if we were not aware of at

least those elements of W in virtue of which o is presented to us. Think of a broadly Fregean conception of

knowledge according to which one cannot know that a is F unless one ‘‘grasps’’ a proposition which in

turn consists of a mode of presentation of a and the concept of being F. To be sure, there are important

differences between a Russellian account and a Fregean: the former is about sense perception, the latter

about knowledge; sense data are concrete mental individuals, propositions are abstract objects; sense data

present material objects, whereas propositions present state of affairs; while sense data are typically

caused by the external items they present, propositions are not so caused (as abstract objects, propositions

are not caused by nor do they cause anything); etc. Nonetheless, there are striking similarities between the

two views. It seems, for example, that sense data and propositions play a similar role in the respective

framework: both present a certain external item to the subject who entertains them. Moreover, it seems

that Russell’s notion of acquaintance is similar to Frege’s notion of grasping: both relate me to some

proxy entities such that the latter are, as Russell puts it, ‘‘immediately known to me just as they are.’’

Thus, I would say that the broadly Fregean view about knowledge is likewise an illustration of the claim

that we could not know anything about o if we were not aware of at least those elements of W in virtue of

which o is presented to us.
20 Cf. Woodruff Smith and McIntyre (1982, p. 96): ‘‘[T]o ‘bracket’ [the thesis of the natural attitude] is to

refuse to make or to use the assumption that there is a real, natural world to which our intentions relate.

And bracketing this general assumption entails making no use of the more particular beliefs that

presuppose it; beliefs about particular objects and all the theories of natural science are thereby bracketed

as well… The purpose of bracketing… is to turn our attention away from the objects of the natural world

so that our inquiry may focus instead on the most fundamental evidences on which our naturalistic beliefs

1998 W. Barz
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TI turns this conception upside down. To be sure, it does not deny that mental

states incorporate proxy entities that direct our awareness toward external objects.

However, it denies that mental states enjoy epistemic priority over external

objects—for, according to TI, you cannot know anything about the mental state you

are in as long as you are not aware of the external object it is about. When you turn

your attention away from the external world in order to focus on the proxy entities

in virtue of which your mental state has its world-directedness, the prospects of

achieving knowledge about your mental state vanish.21 Thus, according to TI, there

is at least epistemic equality between external objects and mental states. It might be

true that we could not know anything about an external object o (of which we are

aware through mental state W) unless we were aware of at least those elements of W
in virtue of which o is presented to us22; it seems, however, that we likewise would

not be able to know anything about W (or those elements of W in virtue of which o is

presented to us) unless we were aware of o. So, according to TI, there is no reason to

compare our mental states with an opaque stratum that separates us from the

external world. Mental states are not opaque, they are transparent: the external

world shines through.

To sum up, TI, far from being universally accepted,23 is a promising working

hypothesis in the field of self-knowledge. Not only does it explain why it seems so

difficult to find intrinsic features of perceptual experiences in introspection, it also

explains why we answer the question whether we believe that p by answering the

question whether p. Furthermore, TI has several advantages over competing

accounts of self-knowledge. First, in contrast to inner sense theories, TI is

economical in that it does not posit any special epistemic capacities and abilities

beyond what is needed for ordinary knowledge. Second, in contrast to Rylean

theories, TI takes into account the fact that our epistemic access to our own mental

states is peculiar in that the way one knows about one’s own mental states is

different from the way one knows about other’s mental states. Third, in contrast to

inner sense theories as well as Rylean and Wittgensteinian accounts, TI has the

potential to explain why our epistemic access to our own mental states is privileged

in that it gives rise to beliefs that are less prone to error than beliefs that arise from

other sources. Fourth, in contrast to the Unmediated Observation model, TI is

acceptable even for hardened naturalists because it does not commit one to

immediate apprehensions of allegedly irreducible subjective items such as sense

Footnote 20 continued

about these objects are based. And for Husserl, as for Descartes, this turn to evidences is a turn toward the

conscious subject and his experiences.’’
21 This point is sometimes alternatively put as follows: when one tries to turn one’s attention on the

intrinsic features of one’s mental state one seems to end up again concentrating on what is outside (cf.

Tye 1995, p. 30).
22 To be sure, this claim can be doubted as well and has, in fact, been rejected by many contemporary

philosophers. It is for this reason that I say ‘‘it might be true.’’ I mention this claim nonetheless, since it is

part and parcel of the traditional view. Moreover, without this claim the metaphors of priority and

equality would not be intelligible.
23 For a thoroughgoing critique of TI in connection with beliefs, see Gertler (2011a, b, especially

pp. 190–194), and Bar-On (2004, pp. 104–146).
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data or phenomenal qualities. Last but not least, TI is appealing on general

ideological grounds, since it breaks with the traditional conception of epistemic

priority of the intra-mental over the extra-mental, pleading for epistemic equality

instead.

2 The trouble with wishes

In this section, I would like to outline several problems that arise in connection with

the attempt to extend the idea of transparent introspection to wishes and that

motivate my alternative account of non-doxastic attitudes in general and of wishes

in particular. I will confront these problems now, beginning with the least pressing.

Suppose that I believe that it will rain tomorrow. According to TI, I come to

know that I believe that it will rain tomorrow, not by peering inward, but by

focusing my attention on those aspects of the external world that are determined by

the intentional content of my belief. Since the intentional content of my belief is the

proposition that it will rain tomorrow and this proposition, in turn, determines a

particular state of affairs, namely tomorrow’s rain, I have to focus my attention on

tomorrow’s rain.24 Thus, it seems tempting to regard the procedure whereby I come

to know that I believe that it will rain tomorrow as though it starts with asking

myself, ‘‘Will it rain tomorrow?’’ Since I believe that it will rain tomorrow, I will

answer that question in the affirmative, which, in turn, justifies me in proceeding to

the ‘‘second-order’’ belief that I believe that it will rain tomorrow. This gives a

rough outline of the way that, according to TI, one achieves knowledge about one’s

own beliefs: no inward glance, just a focus on a worldly item.

Now, suppose that, in addition to the fact that I believe that it will rain tomorrow,

I wish that it would rain tomorrow, since it has not rained for months. How, then,

can I determine whether I have that wish? TI implies that I come to know that I wish

that it would rain tomorrow, not by peering inward, but by focusing my attention on

those aspects of the external world that are determined by the intentional content of

my wish. However, according to the standard propositional attitude analysis of non-

doxastic attitudes, the intentional content of my wish is exactly the same as the

intentional content of my belief, namely the proposition that it will rain tomorrow.

Thus, it turns out that in order to know whether I wish that it would rain tomorrow I

have to attend to the very same state of affairs to which I must attend in the case of

the corresponding belief, that is, tomorrow’s rain. However, this time, it does not

seem tempting to regard the procedure whereby I come to know that I wish that it

would rain tomorrow as though it starts with asking myself ‘‘Will it rain

tomorrow?’’—for that question would lead me up the garden path. Thus it seems, in

the case at hand, that I do not focus my attention on tomorrow’s rain or, should I do

so, I would not be able to ‘‘introspectively’’ distinguish between my wish and the

corresponding belief.

24 Here, I presuppose a traditional view concerning the relation between propositions and states of

affairs: a given proposition determines one and only one state of affairs—it is true only when the state of

affairs it determines obtains.
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This conclusion, however, seems to be overhasty. One might say that the mistake

here lies in an oversimplifying view of the starting point of TI. It is one thing to

focus one’s attention on a certain state of affairs, say tomorrow’s rain; but it is

another matter to ask oneself a certain question about it, say ‘‘Will it rain

tomorrow?’’ Thus, we are free to suppose that, in the case of my wish that it would

rain tomorrow, I do focus my attention on tomorrow’s rain, but ask myself a

question that is different from ‘‘Will it rain tomorrow?’’ What is that question?

As far as I know, there are no suggestions yet regarding the special case of wishes

in the literature. However, there have been several suggestions regarding the

broader category of desires.25 Ignoring differences in detail, these suggestions

amount to the idea that one answers the question whether one has a certain desire by

answering the question whether the target of one’s desire is desirable—where

‘‘desirable,’’ for obvious reasons, is not meant to refer to the property of being

desired by the subject in question, but has to be understood as an umbrella term for

positive evaluative properties like being beneficial, being delectable, being

diverting, being excellent, being good, being pleasant, being satisfying, being

valuable, being worthwhile, etc. Brie Gertler gets to the heart of the matter, when

she illustrates this idea by the following example: ‘‘When asked, ‘do you want some

ice cream?’, I do not look inward to consult my desires, but instead I think about ice

cream, to determine its desirability.’’26

It might be tempting, then, to say that, in order to determine whether I wish that it

would rain tomorrow, I focus my attention on tomorrow’s rain and ask myself

whether this state of affairs has a certain positive evaluative property, say, being

good. There is a minor complication here, however. While ‘‘ice cream’’ is a mass

term that refers to a particular concrete stuff, namely ice cream, ‘‘tomorrow’s rain’’

does not refer to a particular stuff, let alone a particular concrete stuff. Instead,

‘‘tomorrow’s rain’’ refers to an abstract entity, namely the state of affairs that is

determined by the proposition that it will rain tomorrow. Now, it should be clear

that states of affairs cannot have positive evaluative properties—at least they cannot

have them in the sense that concrete stuff, individual things or actions can be good,

pleasant, valuable, etc. Of course, we might say things like ‘‘It would be a good

thing if it were to rain tomorrow.’’ However, this must not be understood to mean

that a certain abstract entity, tomorrow’s rain, exemplifies a certain property, being

good. Rather, it says that tomorrow’s rain would be a good thing if it were to obtain.

We do not categorically ascribe a positive evaluative property to a certain state of

affairs here, but we do so conditionally: we ascribe a positive evaluative property to

a certain state of affairs on the condition that it obtains. So, in order to ascertain

whether you wish that it would rain tomorrow, you cannot simply ask yourself

whether tomorrow’s rain is good—since this would be nonsensical. Instead, it

seems that you have to ask yourself whether tomorrow’s rain, if it were to obtain,

would be good.

25 Cf. Shoemaker (1994, p. 283), Moran (2001, pp. 60–65, 117–118), Byrne (2005, pp. 99–100), Byrne

(2012), Fernandez (2007; 2013, Chap. 3).
26 Gertler (2008, Sect. 2.3). This is not to say that Gertler endorses this idea. On the contrary, as indicated

in footnote 23, she is one of the most prolific critics of TI in general.
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However, even this suggestion is beset with problems. One difficulty is that the

proposal at hand seems phenomenologically inadequate. According to this proposal,

I determine whether I wish that p by going through at least the following stages:

first, I focus my attention on the state of affairs that is determined by the proposition

that p; second, I assume (or perhaps imagine) that the respective state of affairs

obtains; third, I wonder whether the situation as it is assumed (or imagined) by me is

better than the actual situation (where the respective state of affairs does not obtain).

However, this not only flies in the face of the widely shared view that, normally, one

knows one’s current attitudes directly, that is, without reasoning,27 it also violates

the more modest intuition that, normally, one knows one’s current non-doxastic

attitudes as directly as one knows one’s current beliefs. While the proposal at hand

has three stages, the transparent account of beliefs has just two: first, I focus my

attention on the state of affairs that is determined by the proposition that p; second, I

wonder whether the respective state of affairs obtains.

However, even this problem is not decisive. It might be said, for example, that

phenomenological intuitions about the directness of introspection are misleading or

that my tripartite reconstruction of the proposal is uncharitable. Thus, I would like to

bring up a third problem that I take to be more decisive, and that is that we can know

our wishes through introspection even when they are not in line with our evaluative

judgments concerning relevant states of affairs. Consider, first, the following cases

that might be brought into play in order to undermine the extension of TI to desires:

I know I really should get out of bed when my alarm rings in the morning, but

I just don’t feel like it—I know that I just don’t want to. I often judge that the

healthy option on the menu is good for me—that it is valuable in the respect

that it is healthy—yet know that I don’t want it. And when I procrastinate, it

isn’t just that I know that I want to watch television without judging that it has

any value, I also know that I don’t want to work—I don’t want to take the

valuable option Ashwell (2013, p. 251).28

Similar cases can be imagined in connection with wishes. Consider an official of the

National Rifle Association (NRA) who, though he might recognize that more

restrictive gun laws would be of great benefit to his country, does not wish for more

restrictive gun laws, since he loves to drive through the town with a loaded gun

under his car seat. He might even say, ‘‘Of course it would be a good thing if

Congress passed more restrictive gun laws. But, well, I don’t wish that the Congress

would pass more restrictive gun laws.’’ Or imagine a dedicated opponent to the

death penalty, whose child has just been murdered. He might realize that he wishes

27 Cf., for example, Boghossian (1989, p. 7). I owe this reference to Lawlor (2009, p. 66), who criticizes

the idea of directness and develops an inferential account of self-knowledge of desire that is not in line

with TI.
28 See also Byrne (2012, p. 177) for a similar example. According to Byrne (2012), the reason one does

not believe that one wants to /, even though one deems / desirable, is that ‘‘one believes (a) that one

intends to w, (b) that wing is incompatible with /ing, and (c) that wing is neither desirable nor better

overall than /ing’’ (p. 182). However, Ashwell (2013, p. 253) puts forth a convincing argument that, in

the cases under discussion, one has to know what one wants in order to know what one intends. So

Byrne’s explanation fails.
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that his child’s murderer would be hanged. At the same time, however, he might still

feel that hanging the murderer would be a bad thing. He might even say, ‘‘Of course,

I wish that the murderer would be hanged. But, well, it would be a bad thing, if he

were to be hanged.’’

It seems that the current proposal—that one answers the question whether one

has the wish that p by answering the question whether it would be a good thing if

p were to be the case—leaves no room for these (and similar) cases. The proposal at

hand predicts, contrary to fact, that the NRA official will believe that he wishes for

more restrictive gun laws—for he judges more restrictive gun laws to be good. It

likewise predicts, contrary to fact, that the dedicated opponent to the death penalty

will not believe that he wishes that the murderer would be hanged—for he judges

the death penalty to be bad.

These arguments lead to a fourth problem that stands in the way of extending TI

to wishes: it might be said that my examples show the disanalogy between beliefs

and wishes to be so fundamental that it renders transparent introspection of wishes

altogether impossible. One might argue, ‘‘An attitude, say wing that p, is accessible

through TI if and only if there is a question Q about external matters such that a

rational subject, who is equipped with the relevant concepts, is disposed to respond

affirmatively to Q if and only if she is disposed to respond affirmatively to the

question ‘Do you w that p?’ Beliefs satisfy this condition for obvious reasons: a

rational and conceptually well-equipped subject who is disposed to respond

affirmatively to the question whether p will also be disposed to respond

affirmatively to the question whether she believes that p—and vice versa. If a

subject steps out of line and utters sentences like ‘Of course, it will rain tomorrow.

But, well, I don’t believe that it will rain tomorrow’ or ‘Of course, I believe that it

will rain tomorrow. But, well, it won’t rain tomorrow,’ we will deem her irrational

or conceptually confused. Now, wishes—and probably all non-doxastic attitudes—

do not behave like beliefs in this regard. As we have seen, it makes perfectly good

sense to utter sentences like ‘Of course it would be a good thing if Congress passed

more restrictive gun laws. But, well, I don’t wish that Congress would pass more

restrictive gun laws’ or ‘Of course I wish that the murderer would be hanged. But,

well, it would be a bad thing, if he were to be hanged.’ We won’t deem the utterer of

these sentences irrational or conceptually confused merely due to the fact that he

utters these sentences—for we know that, even in rational and conceptually well-

equipped persons, wishes and evaluative judgments do sometimes come apart. So it

seems that there is just no question about external matters to which a rational

subject, equipped with the relevant concepts, is disposed to respond affirmatively if

and only if she is disposed to respond affirmatively to the question ‘Do you wish

that p?’ Hence, wishes are not accessible through transparent introspection.’’29

These objections are problematic, to be sure. However, they are not so severe that

they force us to abandon the idea that wishes are accessible through transparent

29 For similar arguments concerning non-doxastic attitudes, cf. Nichols and Stich (2003, p. 194),

Finkelstein (2003, p. 161), Goldman (2000, pp. 182–183). I owe these references to Byrne (2012, p. 174).

See also Shoemaker (1988, pp. 204–207) for some skeptical remarks about the prospects of assimilating

the introspection of one’s desires to the introspection of one’s beliefs.
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introspection. In my view, the roots of all these problems and difficulties lie in a

wrong metaphysical conception of non-doxastic attitudes in general and wishes in

particular, namely that all non-doxastic attitudes are attitudes towards propositions.

As I have already indicated in the introduction, this standard propositional attitude

analysis makes it difficult to see how TI could ever be applied to wishes. Thus, in what

follows, I will develop an alternative analysis of wishes, according to which wishes

are not relations to propositions, but to what I will call postulations—near relatives of

propositions that serve as the semantic contents of sentences in the optative mood.

This non-orthodox analysis will resolve all the problems raised in this section: It not

only explains why one is able to ‘‘introspectively’’ distinguish between beliefs and

wishes that allegedly have the same intentional content, but it is also in accord with the

intuition that, normally, one knows one’s current non-doxastic attitudes as directly as

one knows one’s current beliefs. Moreover, my analysis will explain why we are able

to know our wishes even when they are not in line with our evaluative judgments.

Finally, my analysis will show that the fact that there might be no question about

external matters which stands in the same relation to ‘‘Do you wish that p?’’ as ‘‘Is

p the case?’’ stands to ‘‘Do you believe that p?’’ does not preclude the idea that wishes

are accessible through transparent introspection.

These are admittedly sketchy remarks. However, I will state my view on these

matters more precisely at the end of my paper, when my alternative analysis of

wishes is developed to the full. For the time being, I hope that the presentation of the

problems that arise in connection with applying TI to wishes and the promise to

solve these problems at a single stroke suffice to motivate the next section: a critique

of the standard propositional attitude analysis of non-doxastic attitudes and the

development of an alternative account.

3 The standard propositional attitude analysis of non-doxastic attitudes

According to the standard propositional attitude analysis (henceforth ‘‘SPAA’’), all

attitudes, even non-doxastic ones, are relations to propositions. To substantiate their

claim, proponents of SPAA typically invoke sentences that specify the attitudes of

others from a third-person point of view:

(1) Paul believes that it will rain tomorrow

(2) Susan wishes that the world would live in peace

(3) Tina wonders whether Syria will attack Israel.

The idea is that these sentences mirror the structure of the attitudes they describe:

since each of the sentences consists of an intentional verb that connects a name with

a subordinate clause, the corresponding attitudes are supposed to be analyzed as a

tripartite whole consisting of subject, psychological mode, and intentional content.

Moreover, and more importantly, it is assumed that the intentional contents in

question are propositions, since the subordinate clauses in (1)–(3) can be

transformed into truth-apt sentences: ‘‘It will rain tomorrow,’’ ‘‘The world lives

in peace,’’ ‘‘Syria will attack Israel.’’
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A second tenet of SPAA is that psychological mode and intentional content can

vary independently from each other. A change of content does not necessarily bring

about a change of mode, and vice versa. Again, this seems to be supported by the

behavior of (1)–(3), since, by recombining, one can easily create new attitude

reports:

(4) Paul wishes that it would rain tomorrow

(5) Susan wonders whether the world will live in peace

(6) Tina believes that Syria will attack Israel

(7) Paul wonders whether it will rain tomorrow

(8) Susan believes that the world will live in peace

(9) Tina wishes that Syria would attack Israel.

Proponents of SPAA typically claim that the attitudes described by (1), (4), and (7)

differ only with regard to their psychological mode—their intentional content is the

same—to wit, the proposition that it will rain tomorrow.

In my view, the two tenets of SPAA are false: it is not the case that the contents

of the attitudes described by (1)–(9) are, without exception, propositions; nor can

psychological mode and intentional content vary independently from each other. A

first reason why SPAA should seem suspicious is that it models intentional contents

on the subordinate clauses of sentences that report attitudes. It would be far more

natural to model intentional content on sentences that express attitudes.

Ryle may have been wrong in many respects. Yet he was right in that, when it

comes to determining the contents of other people’s attitudes, we regard certain

utterances as primary evidence—namely, those utterances which are spontaneous,

frank, and unprepared.30 We know, for example, that the former U.S. Ambassador

in Germany, Philip Murphy, believes that Germany’s former Foreign Minister,

Guido Westerwelle, was inept for office, because Murphy, as we learned from

WikiLeaks, said as much in private conversation. The fact that Murphy now

declares Westerwelle a ‘‘real friend’’ does not impress us very much, for the words

Murphy speaks into the microphones of TV broadcasting companies—in contrast to

the words used in private—are carefully chosen for their diplomatic impact. In

Ryle’s words, speaking into microphones is a case of studied talk. If we want to

know what Murphy really believes about Westerwelle, we have to consult his

unstudied talk.31 So, it seems reasonable to suggest that the intentional content of a

30 Cf. Ryle (1949, p. 181 ff).
31 Two minor complications are noteworthy. First, even in unstudied talk, people sometimes choose

formulations that rather disguise than reveal the content of their attitude. For example, a frequently

observed phenomenon is that people express their belief that it will rain tomorrow by uttering the

sentence ‘‘I believe that it will rain tomorrow.’’ This sentence, however, does not give adequate

expression to their belief, since an utterance of this sentence expresses the proposition that the person in

question believes that it will rain tomorrow––which is not the proposition that is accepted by someone

who believes that it will rain tomorrow. Thus, we sometimes do not even take the unstudied talk of a

person at face value, but rather model intentional content on a sentence that expresses the attitude in

question in a less ambiguous way than the sentence the speaker actually utters. Secondly, we are able to

make well-founded reports of attitudes even if we lack unstudied talk that we could use as evidence—be it

because there are no such utterances or because we missed them. In these cases, we often invent a
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person’s attitude should be modeled on the semantic content of the sentence that she

herself utters (or would utter under appropriate circumstances) in order to express

her attitude unambiguously—and not on the semantic content of the subordinate

clause appearing in reports on the relevant attitude from the third-person

perspective.

Presumably, a proponent of SPAA will react uncomprehendingly. Am I not

harping on about a difference that makes no difference at all? Consider the sentence

that reports Murphy’s belief that Westerwelle is inept for office:

(10) Murphy believes that Westerwelle is inept for office.

The subordinate clause of (10), ‘‘Westerwelle is inept for office,’’ has the same

semantic content as the sentence by which Murphy would express (and, according to

WikiLeaks, in fact expressed) his belief about Westerwelle unambiguously:

(11) Westerwelle is inept for office.

Thus, it makes no difference at all whether we model the intentional content of

Murphy’s belief on (11) or the subordinate clause of (10), since in both cases we

obtain the same result: the intentional content of Murphy’s belief is the proposition

that Westerwelle is inept for office.

As long as we limit our focus to beliefs, this may be true. However, when it

comes to wishes and states of wondering, the situation is different. Which sentence

would you use in order to express unambiguously that you wonder whether it will

rain tomorrow? Certainly, you would not use ‘‘It will rain tomorrow,’’ but rather

‘‘Will it rain tomorrow?’’ And how about the wish for tomorrow’s rain? Which

sentence would you use in order to express that wish unambiguously? Once again, it

is not ‘‘It will rain tomorrow,’’ but, presumably, ‘‘If only it would rain tomorrow!’’32

Thus, the sentences by which we would unambiguously express our wishes and

states of wondering are different from the sentences that are obtained by focusing on

the subordinate clauses of the relevant attitude reports. While the latter are

invariably in the indicative mood, the former are in optative and interrogative

moods, respectively.33

Presumably, the proponent of SPAA will remain unimpressed. ‘‘For the sake of

the argument,’’ she might say, ‘‘let us grant that intentional content is best modeled

on those sentences a person would utter if she were to express her attitude

Footnote 31 continued

sentence that the person in question would have uttered if she had spoken spontaneously, frankly and

unpreparedly. In order to provide for these contingencies, I will say that, in modeling the intentional

content of someone else’s attitude, one is guided by those sentences that the person in question would

utter if she were to express her attitude unambiguously.
32 Surely there is more than one way to express the wish in question unambiguously. Instead of ‘‘If only

it would rain tomorrow!’’ one might utter, ‘‘May it rain tomorrow!’’ or, perhaps, ‘‘Why couldn’t it rain

tomorrow?’’ as well.
33 Of course, it is not entirely correct to speak of an optative mood in connection with English, since

English, in contrast to other languages, has no morphological optative. There are, however, several

constructions in English which imitate a morphological optative. So, in order to avoid splitting hairs, I

will continue to speak of optative sentences.
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unambiguously. Moreover, let us suppose that sentences that best express wishes are

optatives and sentences that best express states of wondering are interrogatives.

Even then, it is hard to see why this should undermine SPAA—for the grammatical

mood of a sentence is semantically ineffective. Grammatical mood is just an

indicator of illocutionary force: the indicative suggests that the speaker makes an

assertion, the imperative suggests that the speaker issues an order, the interrogative

suggests that the speaker asks a question, and the optative suggests that the speaker

expresses a wish. Thus, grammatical mood does not contribute to semantic content.

The sentences ‘It will rain tomorrow’, ‘Rain tomorrow!’, ‘Will it rain tomorrow?’,

and ‘If only it would rain tomorrow!’ all have the same semantic content. The

differences in mood just mirror the different illocutionary forces that might be

attached to those sentences under the appropriate circumstances.’’34

However, there is overwhelming linguistic evidence that grammatical mood is

not only an indicator of illocutionary force. Consider the following example from

Michael Pendlebury:

(12) Rick knows that Sam will play ‘‘As time goes by’’ again.

(13) Rick knows whether Sam will play ‘‘As time goes by’’ again.

(12) and (13) differ only in the grammatical mood of their subordinate clauses: the

subordinate clause of (12) is indicative, the subordinate clause of (13) is

interrogative. If grammatical mood were semantically ineffective, then the truth

conditions of (12) and (13) should not differ. But they do, since there is a

circumstance under which (13) is true, while (12) is false: if Rick knows that Sam

will not play ‘‘As time goes by’’ again.35

If grammatical mood makes a semantic difference, SPAA cannot be right.

Compare again the belief that it will rain tomorrow and the wish that it would rain

tomorrow. As argued before, the content of an attitude should be modeled on the

sentence that the subject in question would utter in order to express herself

unambiguously. If a subject believes that it will rain tomorrow, she will express

herself unambiguously by uttering

(14) It will rain tomorrow,

whereas if a subject wishes that it would rain tomorrow, she will express herself

unambiguously by uttering

(15) If only it would rain tomorrow!

Since, as we have just seen, grammatical mood is semantically effective, (14) and

(15) differ in semantic content. If (14) and (15) differ in semantic content, the

attitudes to which they give expression differ in intentional content as well. So, in

contrast to what SPAA predicts, the belief that it will rain tomorrow and the wish

34 Cf. Dummett (1973, p. 307).
35 Cf. Pendlebury (1986, p. 363). (Pendlebury’s actual examples are: ‘‘Rick thinks he knows that Sam

will play it again’’ and ‘‘Rick thinks he knows whether Sam will play it again.’’) See Hanks (2007) for

similar examples.
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that it would rain tomorrow do not only differ regarding their psychological mode,

but also with regard to their intentional content.

However, it is not yet clear what this latter difference amounts to. One possible

answer is given by the so-called performative analysis of non-indicatives

(henceforth ‘‘PANI’’).36 According to PANI, any non-indicative sentence which

one utters, performing the illocutionary act of u-ing, can be treated like an

indicative sentence in which the act of u-ing is made explicit by a corresponding

performative verb. On this account, the imperative ‘‘Close the window!’’, for

example, transforms into the indicative ‘‘Herewith I order you to close the

window.’’ If we apply this strategy to (15), we obtain:

(16) Herewith I express the wish that it would rain tomorrow.

If we, for simplicity, abstract from the subtle difference between expressing and having

a wish, (16) could be read as ‘‘I wish that it would rain tomorrow.’’ The difference

between the semantic contents of (14) and (15) then (and a fortiori the difference

between the contents of the attitudes to which (14) and (15) give expression) is as

follows: the semantic content of (14) (and a fortiori the content of the belief that it will

rain tomorrow) is the proposition that it will rain tomorrow, while the semantic content

of (15) (and a fortiori the content of the wish that it would rain tomorrow) is the

proposition that the subject in question wishes that it would rain tomorrow.

Obviously, PANI does not go well with TI. TI implies that one comes to know

that one wishes that it would rain tomorrow, not by peering inward, but by focusing

instead on some worldly item that is determined by the intentional content of one’s

wish—presumably something like tomorrow’s rain. If we accept PANI, however,

this idea gets lost, since according to PANI, the intentional content of one’s wish

does not determine any worldly item at all. Instead, it determines an ‘‘inner’’ item—

something like one’s having the wish that it would rain tomorrow.

Fortunately, PANI is not sacrosanct. There are strong arguments against PANI’s

approach to understanding non-indicatives.37 The most salient defect of PANI is

that it stubbornly denies the intuition that non-indicatives are not evaluable for truth.

Suppose, for example, that the day after I uttered the sentence ‘‘If only it would rain

tomorrow!’’ it does rain. Then it seems odd to say that what I uttered the day before

turned out to be true. It seems more appropriate to say that it turned out to be

fulfilled. Thus, it is reasonable to suggest that, rather than being evaluable for truth

and falsity, optatives are evaluable for fulfillment or unfulfillment. Something similar

holds for the other non-indicatives: imperatives are evaluable for obedience or

violation, and interrogatives can be evaluated as answered or unanswered.

If we follow this line of reasoning, we arrive at the idea that the semantic

contents of non-indicatives are not propositions—at least not propositions as

they are usually conceived.38 Surprisingly, support for this idea comes from

36 Cf. Katz and Postal (1964, pp. 74–89); Lakoff (1972, part IV): ‘‘Performative Verbs’’; and Lewis

(1972, part VIII): ‘‘Treatment of Non-Declaratives.’’
37 Cf. McGinn (1977), Segal (1990), and Boisvert and Ludwig (2006).
38 Boisvert and Ludwig (2006), McGinn (1977), Pendlebury (1986), and Segal (1990) propose a view

along these lines. See also Hanks (2007), who distinguishes between ‘‘assertive propositions,’’
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Frege.39 According to Frege, both imperative and optative sentences have what he

calls a sense, but he denies those senses the title ‘‘thought’’ because they are ‘‘not

such that the question of truth could arise for [them].’’40 Unfortunately, Frege does

not introduce proper notions for these non-truth-apt senses. In the context of Frege’s

inquiry, this is understandable—for he is particularly interested in the semantics of

indicatives. In the context of my argument, however, it is desirable to be equipped

with proper notions for non-truth-apt senses. In order to avoid confusion with the

relevant illocutionary acts, I would like to call the sense of an imperative sentence a

directive, the sense of an interrogative sentence an interrogation, and the sense of an

optative sentence a postulation.

Directives, interrogations, and postulations, as Frege would say, ‘‘stand on the

same level as’’ propositions.41 So just as we might take propositions for abstract

entities that reside in Frege’s ‘‘third realm’’ and to which we can bear the kind of

relation which Frege called ‘‘grasping,’’ we likewise might conceive of directives,

interrogations, and postulations.42 In contrast to propositions, however, the latter do

not have the property of being true or false. Rather, they have the properties of being

obeyed or violated, answered or unanswered, and fulfilled or unfulfilled,

respectively.43

It may help to know a bit more about the nature of these non-truth-apt senses,

especially the nature of postulations. So, as a starting point, let us think about the

nature of the proposition that is expressed by the sentence ‘‘It will rain tomorrow’’

uttered, say, on the first of April 2014. Subtleties aside, this proposition is a structure

consisting of the second of April 2014, the property of being rainy, and the higher-

order relation of exemplification—where the higher-order relation of exemplifica-

tion is to be understood as the relation that holds between an object o and a property

P if and only if o is (or has) P. To put it another way, the higher-order relation of

exemplification binds the constituents of the proposition—the second of April 2014

and the property of being rainy—together such that the resulting structure can be

true or false.44 Now, consider the postulation that is expressed by the sentence ‘‘If

Footnote 38 continued

‘‘interrogative propositions,’’ and ‘‘imperative propositions.’’ Moltmann (2003, 2010) can also be counted

as holding a variant of the view in question. Yet she dismisses propositions altogether in favor of what she

calls ‘‘attitudinal objects.’’
39 However, Frege’s treatment of non-indicatives is not uniform. While Frege denies that imperatives and

optatives express thoughts, he claims that interrogative sentences—insofar as they belong to the type of

what he calls sentence-questions—do express thoughts. Cf. Frege (1956, pp. 293–294).
40 Frege (1956, p. 293).
41 Cf. Frege (1960, p. 68).
42 This is not to say that I advocate Platonism. I adopt Frege’s perspective for heuristic purposes only. If

propositions, postulations, and their ilk could be reduced to entities more respected from the naturalist’s

point of view, I wouldn’t back away from such an analysis. I will revisit this issue at the end of my paper.
43 Cf. Barz (2012, pp. 188–206), where the idea of postulation is developed in a similar way. However,

the way this idea is used to explain the introspection of wishes in the current paper is quite different from

and, in my view, much better than the account in my book.
44 I beg the reader’s pardon for using a rather broad brush here. I am well aware that there is an ongoing

discussion about whether propositions have inner structure at all and, if they have, what exactly this inner
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only it would rain tomorrow!’’, likewise uttered on the first of April 2014. Taking

our cue from Hector-Neri Castañeda, it might be argued that this postulation is a

structure that consists of the second of April 2014, the property of being rainy, and

the higher-order relation of demand—where the higher-order relation of demand is

to be understood as the relation that holds between an object o and a property P if

and only if o is not, but ought to be, P.45 To put it another way, the higher-order

relation of demand binds the constituents of the postulation—the second of April

2014 and the property of being rainy—together such that the resulting structure can

be fulfilled or unfulfilled.

According to my account, then, the semantic content of optatives differs from the

semantic content of indicatives: while the latter have propositions as meanings, the

former have postulations. Given the close relationship between the intentional

content of an attitude and the semantic content of a sentence which best expresses

the attitude in question, this means that the intentional contents of beliefs differ

fundamentally from the intentional contents of wishes: while the former have

propositions as contents, the latter have postulations. Not all attitudes, then, are

relations to propositions. Some are relations to directives, some are relations to

interrogations, and others are relations to postulations.

Let me draw out some of the consequences of this account—consequences which

will be of some importance when we return to the issue of transparent introspection

in the next section. When I believe that it will rain tomorrow, I stand in a certain

relation to the proposition that it will rain tomorrow. However, this relation is not

exhaustively described by saying that I grasp this proposition—for I can certainly

grasp a proposition without having the corresponding belief, as for example when I

assume for the sake of argument that it will rain tomorrow. So it seems more

appropriate to say that, when I believe that it will rain tomorrow, I not only grasp,

but also accept the proposition in question. Accepting a certain proposition, in turn,

amounts to seeing the world in a special light: when I accept the proposition that it

will rain tomorrow the world looks to me a certain way—it looks to me as if the

state of affairs that is determined by the aforesaid proposition, tomorrow’s rain,

obtains. One might rephrase this idea by saying that, when one believes that it will

rain tomorrow, then from one’s first-person perspective it appears as though

tomorrow’s rain is a fact.

Now, given that my alternative account is true, something similar can be said

about wishes. First, it seems inappropriate to describe the relation in which someone

Footnote 44 continued

structure amounts to. For an overview of that discussion, cf. King (2011). However, I am not interested in

giving a detailed account of propositions here. My aim is just to make plausible the claim that there is a

difference between propositions and postulations and to give some indication as to where this difference

lies.
45 Cf. Castañeda (1974). I owe this reference to Neil Roughley, who drew my attention to the fact that the

abstract entities that I call postulations are similar to what Castañeda calls practitions. As far as I can see,

however, practitions differ from postulations in that practitions always comprise a person who has an

obligation to do something and an action which she or he is obligated to do. As becomes clear by my

example ‘‘If only it would rain tomorrow!’’, postulations are not so restricted. They can comprise any

object someone wishes to have a certain property and any property someone wishes that object to have.
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who has a particular wish stands to a certain postulation merely by saying that she

grasps the latter—for one can certainly grasp the meaning of the sentence ‘‘If only it

would rain tomorrow!’’ without wishing for rain. So it seems more appropriate to

say that, when I wish that it would rain tomorrow, I not only grasp, but also endorse

the postulation in question. Second, endorsing a certain postulation likewise

amounts to seeing the world in a special light: when I endorse the postulation that is

expressed by ‘‘If only it would rain tomorrow!’’ the world looks to me a certain

way—it looks to me as if a certain state of affairs, namely tomorrow’s rain, should

obtain. However, one cannot rephrase this idea by saying that, when one wishes that

it would rain tomorrow, then from one’s first-person perspective it appears as

though tomorrow’s rain is a fact—for I would certainly not wish for rain if it

seemed to me as though it were already settled that it will rain tomorrow. Thus, it is

more appropriate to say that, when one wishes that it would rain tomorrow, then

from one’s first-person perspective it appears as though tomorrow’s rain is a

desideratum. The world, as it were, is represented as featuring a certain lacuna—

something that has to be fixed by bringing a certain state of affairs into existence.

One might dismiss the talk of lacunae here as the sort of pompous metaphysical

waffle that is often employed in the absence of hard facts. Yet this treatment of

lacunae is unfair. Instead, it seems to me that lacunae can play a significant role in

the non-orthodox account of meaning outlined above. For example, lacunae

correspond to postulations in a way that is analogous to the way states of affairs

correspond to propositions: just as the proposition that is expressed by ‘‘It will rain

tomorrow’’ is true if and only if a certain state of affairs, namely tomorrow’s rain,

obtains, the postulation that is expressed by ‘‘If only it would rain tomorrow!’’ is

fulfilled when the relevant lacuna, namely the absence of rain, is fixed by bringing

tomorrow’s rain into existence. Thus, if we have gone so far as to recognize

semantic and intentional contents which are similar but not identical to propositions,

then we should take the idea of lacunae seriously.

To forestall a possible misunderstanding, let me stress that lacunae are not to be

identified with unsettled matters of facts—as it might be tempting to think,

especially in the face of the wish that it would rain tomorrow. Many wishes are

about what happened in the past, and what happened in the past is already settled.

Consider Julia, who regrets having married Romeo five years ago, because, say,

after marriage, he turned from a sensitive lover into a violent alcoholic. Thus, Julia

wishes that she had never married Romeo. In this case, Julia endorses the

postulation that is expressed by ‘‘If only I hadn’t married Romeo!’’ It appears to her,

then, as though a certain fact should be eliminated from the world, namely the fact

that she married Romeo five years ago. Thus, it is not quite precise to suggest—as I

did in the two preceding paragraphs—that a lacuna is something that can only be

fixed by bringing a certain state of affairs into existence. Sometimes a lacuna can be

regarded as something that could be ironed out, so to speak, if it were possible to

eliminate a certain fact from the world.46 One might distinguish, then, two types of

46 This is not to say that it is possible to eliminate facts from the world. On the contrary, eliminating facts

from the world is obviously impossible. So some lacunae are impossible to iron out. Therefore, some

wishes, like Julia’s, are impossible to fulfil.
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lacunae: lacunae of the first type are like gaps that cry out to be filled, whereas

lacunae of the second type are like growths that need to be removed. (One might

even speak here of ‘‘convex’’ and ‘‘concave’’ lacunae.)

4 The non-orthodox analysis and transparent introspection

Now, let us return to the question with which we began: Can the idea of transparent

introspection be applied to wishes? At least four problems stand in the way of an

affirmative answer. The first is explaining how one is able to ‘‘introspectively’’

distinguish between the belief that p and the wish that p, given that the only

evidence at one’s disposal is the worldly item that is determined by the intentional

content of the respective mental state; the second problem is providing an account

that is in accord with the intuition that we usually come to know about our wishes as

directly as we come to know about our beliefs; the third problem is explaining how

it is possible that one knows that one wishes that p, even in situations in which one

is not disposed to judge that it would be a good thing if p were to obtain (or,

alternatively: how it is possible that one quite rightly refrains from believing that

oneself wishes that p, even though one is disposed to judge that it would be a good

thing if p were to obtain); the fourth problem is that, in contrast to the case of belief,

there seems to be no question about external matters to which a rational subject,

equipped with the relevant concepts, is disposed to respond affirmatively if and only

if she is disposed to respond affirmatively to the question ‘‘Do you wish that p?’’

All these problems disappear in light of my non-orthodox analysis of wishes.

First, my analysis explains why one is able to ‘‘introspectively’’ distinguish

between, say, the belief that it will rain tomorrow and the wish that it would rain

tomorrow. The reason is that the intentional contents of beliefs and wishes differ in

kind: the intentional contents of beliefs are propositions, whereas the intentional

contents of wishes are postulations. So the difference between beliefs and wishes is

already mirrored on the level of intentional content. Moreover, postulations

determine worldly items that are different from the worldly items that are

determined by propositions: while the latter are states of affairs, the former are

lacunae. So the answer to the question as to whether a given attitude is a belief or a

wish is decidable ‘‘from within’’ just by looking through the attitude at the

corresponding worldly item. If the attitude offers a view of a certain obtaining state

of affairs, it is a belief; if it offers, in contrast, a view of a certain existent lacuna, it

is a wish.

Second, my analysis is in accord with the intuition that, normally, one knows

one’s current non-doxastic attitudes as directly as one knows one’s current beliefs.

According to my proposal, one determines whether one wishes that it would rain

tomorrow by going through exactly the same number of stages as in the case of

belief, namely two: first, one focuses one’s attention on the lacuna that is determined

by the postulation that is expressed by the sentence ‘‘If only it would rain

tomorrow!’’; second, one wonders whether this lacuna exists—period.

Third, my analysis explains why we can know our wishes even when they are not

in line with our judgments about the desirability of the relevant state of affairs. The
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reason is simply this: judgments about the desirability of states of affairs have no

bearing on how we come to know about our own wishes. As I have just said, one

determines whether one has a certain wish by focusing one’s attention on a

particular lacuna and wondering whether it exists. Neither focusing one’s attention

on a lacuna nor wondering whether it exists requires judgments about the

desirability of states of affairs. ‘‘But that’s not true,’’ one might object. ‘‘As you

explained earlier, a lacuna can be regarded as something that has to be fixed by

bringing a state of affairs into existence (or, alternatively, that has to be ironed out

by eliminating a fact). Thus, wondering whether a certain lacuna exists amounts to

the same as asking oneself whether it would be a good thing if a certain state of

affairs were to obtain (or, alternatively, if a certain fact were not a fact at all). So

certainly, judgments of desirability are at play here!’’

However, this objection is based on a misapprehension of the fundamental

difference between propositions and postulations. Recall that, when I wish that it

would rain tomorrow, I endorse the postulation that is expressed by the sentence ‘‘If

only it would rain tomorrow!’’ Recall further that endorsing this postulation

amounts to seeing the world in a special light: the world looks to me as if it were

defective in a particular respect, and that bringing a certain state of affairs, namely

tomorrow’s rain, into existence would fix it. Now, it is of great importance that the

way the world looks to someone qua endorsing the postulation that is expressed by

the sentence ‘‘If only it would rain tomorrow!’’ is not identical to the way the world

might look to someone qua accepting the proposition that is expressed by the

sentence ‘‘It would be a good thing if it were to rain tomorrow.’’

It might be useful here to consider an analogy to perception. Compare, for

example, the visual experience that you get when you look at a red object on your

desk and the belief that you form when a friend, who you trust, tells you that there is

a red object on your desk. (In order to facilitate imagination, suppose that, in the

second case, you are miles away from your desk and on the telephone with your

friend, who keeps an eye on your apartment while you are away.) In a way, both the

visual experience and the belief are representations of the same worldly condition—

the object’s being red—but each represents it in a different manner. While your

visual experience represents the condition by means of the color and shape of which

you are aware on the occasion of looking at your desk, your belief does the same by

means of the proposition that you grasp on the occasion of hearing what your friend

tells you about your desk. Thus, the way the condition looks to you through your

visual experience is different from the way the condition looks to you through your

belief, albeit both seem to aim at the same condition—the object’s being red. Seen

through the visual experience, the condition appears as a manifold of color and

shape, whereas seen through your belief, the very same condition appears as a

certain arrangement of some particular object and the property of being red, namely

an arrangement wherein the property of being red is somehow attached to the object

in question.

Of course, this is not to say that the endorsement of a postulation is a kind of

perception, not to mention that it comes along with an awareness of color or shape.

On the contrary, like the acceptance of a proposition—and unlike a visual

perception—the endorsement of a postulation is a discursive representation that

Transparent introspection of wishes 2013

123



does not consist in an awareness of phenomenologically salient features. Rather, the

crucial point of the analogy is this: albeit both the endorsement of the postulation

that is expressed by ‘‘If only it would rain tomorrow!’’ and the acceptance of the

proposition that is expressed by ‘‘It would be a good thing if it were to rain

tomorrow’’ seem to aim at the same worldly condition—the desirability of

tomorrow’s rain—, there is a difference between the ways that condition looks

‘‘through’’ the postulation’s endorsement and ‘‘through’’ the proposition’s accep-

tance, respectively. It is by no means easy to specify this difference in a non-

question-begging way. However, we obtain a rough approximation of the difference

when we recall that there is a principled difference between propositions and

postulations: while propositions can be regarded as structures that comprise the

higher-order relation of exemplification, postulations can be taken for structures that

comprise the higher-order relation of demand. Thus, it might be said that, seen

through the acceptance of the proposition that is expressed by ‘‘It would be a good

thing if it were to rain tomorrow,’’ the desirability of tomorrow’s rain appears as an

arrangement of the following three constituents (the first of which is itself a complex

arrangement that consists of a certain day—say, the second of April 2014—, the

property of being rainy, and the higher-order relation of exemplification):

tomorrow’s rain, the property of being desirable, and the higher-order relation of

exemplification.47 By contrast, seen through the endorsement of the postulation that

is expressed by ‘‘If only it would rain tomorrow!’’, the desirability of tomorrow’s

rain appears as an arrangement of the following three constituents (none of which

are complex): the second of April 2014, the property of being rainy, and the higher-

order relation of demand.

Hence, it should be clear that wondering whether the lacuna exists that is

determined by the postulation expressed by ‘‘If only it would rain tomorrow!’’ is not

the same as asking oneself whether it would be a good thing if a certain state of

affairs were to obtain: while the former amounts to ascertaining whether the world

looks to oneself as it looks to someone who endorses the postulation in question—

namely as comprising an arrangement wherein the property of being rainy is bound

to the second of April 2014 by the higher-order relation of demand—, the latter

amounts to ascertaining whether the world looks to oneself as it looks to someone

who accepts the corresponding proposition—namely as comprising an arrangement

wherein the property of being desirable is bound to tomorrow’s rain by the higher-

order relation of exemplification. In short: keeping an eye out for a lacuna is not the

same as keeping an eye out for a fact—not even for an evaluative fact to the effect

that some state of affairs is desirable.

With the help of these distinctions, we can easily understand how someone who

judges that x is desirable might not come to believe that she or he wishes for x, or

how someone who believes that she or he wishes for x, does not judge that x is

desirable. For this purpose, let us revisit the NRA official and the opponent to the

death penalty. According to my diagnosis, the NRA official accepts the proposition

that is expressed by ‘‘It would be a good thing if Congress passed more restrictive

47 For the sake of simplicity, I ignore that the corresponding judgment has a conditional structure.
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gun laws’’ but he does not endorse the postulation that is expressed by ‘‘If only

Congress would pass more restrictive gun laws!’’ Consequently, the world does not

look to him as comprising an arrangement wherein the property of passing more

restrictive gun laws is bound to the Congress by the higher-order relation of

demand. So when the NRA official commences stage two of transparent

introspection, that is, when he wonders whether the lacuna that is determined by

the postulation in question really exists, he comes to a negative result. Hence, he

does not believe that he wishes for more restrictive gun laws. Something similar

holds for the opponent to the death penalty: he endorses the postulation that is

expressed by ‘‘If only he, the murderer of my child, were hanged!’’, but he does not

accept the proposition that is expressed by ‘‘It would be a good thing if he, the

murderer of my child, were hanged.’’ So when the opponent to the death penalty

wonders whether the lacuna that is determined by the postulation in question really

exists, he comes to a positive result. Hence, he believes that he wishes that the

murderer would be hanged.

One might object that my diagnosis depicts both the NRA official and the

opponent to the death penalty as being irrational—for it seems that someone who

accepts the proposition to the effect that more restrictive gun laws are desirable

cannot reject the postulation expressed by ‘‘If only Congress would pass more

restrictive gun laws!’’, on pain of being irrational. By the same token, it seems that

someone who endorses the postulation expressed by ‘‘If only he were hanged!’’

cannot reasonably reject the proposition to the effect that the hanging of the person

in question is desirable. But neither the NRA official nor the opponent to the death

penalty is irrational. Recall that their statements ‘‘Of course it would be a good thing

if Congress passed more restrictive gun laws. But, well, I don’t wish that Congress

would pass more restrictive gun laws,’’ and ‘‘Of course, I wish that he would be

hanged. But, well, it would be a bad thing, if he were to be hanged,’’ do not seem to

be especially puzzling—for we all know that even in rational and conceptually well-

equipped persons, wishes and evaluative judgments do sometimes come apart.

However, contrary to what the objection suggests, my diagnosis does not depict the

NRA official and the opponent to the death penalty as being irrational. As we have

seen, endorsing postulations and accepting propositions are different modes of access

to the world: through the latter mode, the world appears to be just the way it is,

whereas through the former mode, the world appears to be defective in certain

respects. It is hardly surprising then that sometimes the two modes lead to conflicting

representations without thereby compromising our rationality. Consider, again, an

analogy to perception: In the face of the Müller-Lyer illusion, for example, you might

accept the proposition that both lines are of the same length (because perhaps you

have measured the length with a ruler), but still have a visual experience to the effect

that both lines are of different lengths. This has nothing to do with irrationality; it is

just a consequence of the fact that we are endowed with different modes of access to

the world that might give rise to conflicting representational states.

Something similar holds for the NRA official and the opponent to the death

penalty: one might say that the NRA official has a ‘‘cognitive representation’’ of the

desirability of more restrictive gun laws without the corresponding ‘‘conative

representation’’; the opponent to the death penalty, in contrast, does have a
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‘‘conative representation’’ of the desirability of the hanging of the murderer, but

lacks the corresponding ‘‘cognitive representation.’’ Thus, in my diagnosis, neither

the NRA official nor the opponent to the death penalty is irrational. They just

receive incompatible messages from different modes of access to the world.48

Now, let us turn to the fourth and final problem that seems to stand in the way of

extending TI to wishes: there seems to be no question about external matters to

which a rational subject, equipped with the relevant concepts, is disposed to respond

affirmatively if and only if she is disposed to respond affirmatively to the question

‘‘Do you wish that p?’’ I frankly admit that there really is no question of the relevant

sort, but I am not willing to concede that the lack of such a question is disastrous for

the attempt to extend TI to wishes.

First, let me explain why I think that there is no question about external matters

that stands to ‘‘Do you wish that p?’’ in the same relation as ‘‘Is p the case?’’ stands

to ‘‘Do you believe that p?’’ In order to know about your wish that p, you have to

focus your attention on a certain lacuna and wonder whether it exists. But no

question whatsoever will prompt you to focus your attention on a lacuna. ‘‘Would it

be a good thing if p were true?’’, ‘‘Shall p be the case?’’, ‘‘Is it desirable that p?’’,

and similar questions that have been suggested in the literature all require indicative

sentences as answers, for example: ‘‘Yes, it would be a good thing if p were true,’’

‘‘Yes, p shall be the case,’’ ‘‘Yes, p is desirable,’’ etc. Indicative sentences, in turn,

always express propositions, never postulations. So questions never turn our

attention to lacunae, but always to states of affairs.

However, the fact that there are no questions that might turn our attention to

lacunae is not especially worrying for proponents of TI. All that counts is that one is

able to turn one’s attention to lacunae—be it with or be it without the help of

questions. Hence, in contrast to Finkelstein (2003), Goldman (2000), and Nichols

and Stich (2003), I do not think that we should make accessibility through TI

conditional on whether there are relevant questions about external matters. Instead, I

suggest the following criterion:

An attitude—wing that p—is accessible through TI if and only if there is a

sentence S about external matters such that, if S were to be combined with ‘‘I

do not w that p,’’ the resulting complex sentence would sound as paradoxical

as ‘‘p, but I don’t believe that p.’’

According to this criterion, wishes are accessible through TI—for there certainly is

a sentence about external matters that, combined with ‘‘I do not wish that p,’’ leads

to a statement that sounds as paradoxical as ‘‘p, but I don’t believe that p,’’ namely:

48 Here, I draw heavily on Ashwell (2013), who argues that proponents of transparent introspection who

want to ‘‘have a plausible answer to the problem of how we can fail to judge that we desire something that

we nevertheless judge to be valuable’’ (p. 254) should base their account on appearances of value rather

than judgments of value. Ashwell uses the example of the Müller–Lyer illusion in order to illustrate the

difference between value judgments and appearances of value. What I call ‘‘endorsement of a

postulation’’ seems similar to what Ashwell calls ‘‘appearance of value.’’ However, there are differences.

For example, while Ashwell suggests that appearances of value are caused by desires (cf. Ashwell 2013,

p. 255) and, hence, are mental states that are different from desires, I claim that wishes just are

endorsements of postulations.
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‘‘If only p were the case!’’ The reason why ‘‘If only Congress would pass more

restrictive gun laws! But, well, I do not wish that Congress would pass more

restrictive gun laws,’’ sounds paradoxical should be clear from the preceding

considerations: the utterer of these sentences expresses her endorsement of a certain

postulation and, at the same time, denies that she endorses the postulation in

question.

5 Conclusion

By way of conclusion, let us ask how my account of the introspection of wishes fits

into the picture of TI that I drew in Sect. 1: Is it economical? Does it account for the

fact that one comes to know about one’s own mental states in both a peculiar and

privileged way? Is it acceptable from a naturalist’s standpoint? Does it support

epistemic equality between the intra- and the extra-mental?

Let us begin with the least problematic issue, namely epistemic equality. As I

explained in Sect. 1, ‘‘epistemic equality’’ refers to the claim that the following two

ideas are equally incoherent: first, the idea of a subject who is precluded from being

aware of any mental states (and elements thereof, including intermediary entities

like sense-data or modes of presentation), but nonetheless succeeds in achieving

knowledge about the external objects of which she is aware through those mental

states; second, the idea of a subject who is precluded from being aware of external

objects, but nonetheless succeeds in achieving knowledge about her current mental

states. My account respects this intuition of epistemic equality. Here is an

illustration: Suppose that you wish that it would rain tomorrow. It seems plausible

that you could not know anything about the lacuna of which you are aware through

your wish unless you were aware of at least that element of your wish in virtue of

which the respective lacuna is presented to you, to wit: the postulation you endorse

on the occasion of wishing that it would rain tomorrow. Now, according to my

account, you likewise would not be able to know anything about your wish unless

you were aware of the respective lacuna.

Does my story account for peculiarity and privilegedness? By drawing on

Byrne’s idea of an epistemic rule, my account might be glossed by saying that

someone who comes to know about his or her wishes in the ordinary (i.e., first-

personal) way follows an epistemic rule that reads, ‘‘If the lacuna that is determined

by ‘If only p were the case!’ exists, believe that you wish that p.’’ Like the

corresponding rule in the case of belief, this rule is self-verifying in the sense that, if

it is followed, the resulting second-order belief is true. The reason is that being

under the impression that the lacuna that is determined by ‘‘If only p were the case!’’

exists is not a mental state in its own right that is brought about by the wish that p. It

just is the wish that p. Thus, it is impossible both to follow the rule and to get false

results. If one is under the impression that the respective lacuna exists, then one ipso

facto has the wish that p. Notice that the third-person version of the rule—‘‘If the

lacuna that is determined by ‘If only p were the case!’ exists, believe that the person

opposite wishes that p’’—is not self-verifying. This explains both the peculiarity and

privilegedness of the way one comes to know about one’s own wishes.
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What about economicy then? Well, it might be tempting to accuse my account of

leading to a bloated ontology—after all, didn’t I introduce strange new abstract

entities like postulations and lacunae? Yes, of that I plead guilty. But this is not to

say that my account is extravagant in the sense that it posits special epistemic

capacities and abilities beyond what is needed for ordinary knowledge. Of course, I

claim that, in order to introspect one’s wishes, one has to keep an eye out for

lacunae. Keeping an eye out for a lacuna, however, is not a special epistemic

capacity. Recall that, according to my account, wishes are endorsements of

postulations. To endorse a postulation is to adopt a certain perspective towards the

world, namely a perspective under which the world appears to one as though it has a

particular defect that has to be fixed either by bringing a certain state of affairs into

existence or by eliminating a certain fact—in short: the world is represented as

featuring a certain lacuna. Keeping an eye out for a lacuna, then, is just the same

‘‘activity’’ in that we engage in the run-up to the formation of a wish. Thus, in order

to introspect our own wishes, we draw on the very same capacities and abilities that

we use in order to form wishes. This is strictly parallel to the case of belief: in order

to introspect one’s beliefs, one has to wonder whether certain states of affairs obtain.

Wondering whether a particular state of affairs obtains, however, is not a special

epistemic capacity—it is just the same ‘‘activity’’ in which we engage in the run-up

to the formation of a belief.49 Echoing a phrase once used by Gareth Evans in

connection with introspective judgments about one’s own perceptual experiences,

one might say that, in introspection of one’s wishes and beliefs, one ‘‘re-uses

precisely those skills of conceptualization’’50 that one uses to form those wishes and

beliefs. Thus, there is no need to posit an internal self-scanning or monitoring

system that tracks one’s mental states in addition to those skills.

It cannot be denied, however, that there is a persistent intuition to the contrary. It

seems that there is more to the introspection of wishes than the re-use of those skills

that one uses to form those wishes. One might say that, while one is introspectively

aware of one’s wish that p, one is not just endorsing the postulation expressed by ‘‘If

only p were the case!’’ but also directs one’s consciousness upon this endorsement.

How else should one move from the mere wish that p to the higher-order belief that

one wishes that p? Thus, it might be tempting to say that, in addition to the first-

order mental activity of endorsing a postulation, there has to be a higher-order

mental activity that consists in monitoring the first-order activity of endorsing a

postulation.

There is something right as well as something wrong about this objection. What

is right about it is the fact that the introspection of wishes does not only consist in

the re-use of those skills that one uses to form those wishes. Let us again take the

example of wishing that it would rain tomorrow. If one’s introspective awareness of

49 The picture I draw here of the formation of wishes and beliefs might seem a bit too voluntaristic. In

particular, my formulations might suggest that we can choose to form wishes or beliefs. Let me

emphasize that I do not approve of such a form of voluntarism. Moreover, although some of my

formulations might suggest such a view, nothing in what I say in this paper commits me to such a form of

voluntarism.
50 Cf. Evans (1982, p. 227).
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this wish only consisted in the re-use of those skills that one uses to form that wish,

one would never arrive at the higher-order belief that one wishes that it would rain

tomorrow. The reason is that forming the latter belief requires the application of the

concept of oneself as oneself and the concept of wish. However, those concepts play

no role in forming the mere wish that it would rain tomorrow. Thus, I admit that,

when one is introspectively aware of one’s wish that p, one is not just endorsing the

postulation expressed by ‘‘If only p were the case!’’ But I deny that the transition

from the mere wish that p to the belief that one wishes that p requires a self-

scanning or monitoring system that tracks the wish that p. There is a more

economical explanation of how one moves from the mere wish that p to the belief

that one wishes that p: by adding new concepts to the postulation that is expressed

by ‘‘If only p were the case!’’, namely the concept of oneself as oneself and the

concept of wish, one transforms the postulation into a proposition that is expressed

by ‘‘I wish that p.’’51

Is my account acceptable from a naturalist’s standpoint? I think it is. Of course,

by depicting attitudes as relations to abstract entities I have displayed a Platonic

stance throughout this paper. However, as I have declared earlier, this was for

heuristic purposes.52 I am not attached to postulations and lacunae—if they have to

make way for entities that are more respected from the naturalist’s point of view,

that is just fine with me. A proposal to dispense with postulations, for example, is to

say that someone endorses a postulation if and only if he or she stands in a

functionally characterizable relation to a sentence of the language of thought.

Before I end, I would like to sketch how my account of TI might be extended to

non-doxastic attitudes other than wishes. First, let us look at desires to have—to

possess or to own—something (or someone). It seems natural to suggest that these

desires are relations to postulations that are expressed by optative sentences of the

form ‘‘If only x were mine!’’, namely, structures that consist of the relevant subject,

the desired object or person, the first-order relation of belonging to, and the higher-

order relation of demand. Hence, in order to know about one’s own desire to have

something or someone, one has to keep an eye out for a lacuna that could be fixed by

bringing something or someone into one’s possession. Something similar seems to

hold for desires for someone else to do something. One might say that these desires

are relations to postulations that are expressed by optatives of the form ‘‘If only you

were to do x!’’, that is, postulations that consist of the addressed person, a certain

action, the first-order relation of performing, and the higher-order relation of

demand. Consequently, in order to know about one’s own desire for someone else to

do something, one has to keep an eye out for a lacuna that has to be fixed by another

person’s performing a certain action.

51 Did I not say earlier in this paper that postulations and propositions are abstract objects that reside in

Frege’s ‘‘third realm’’? How on earth could one transform an abstract object of one ontological category

into an abstract object of another? I think that this problem is just an artifact of the Platonic stance that I

have adopted up to this point. I am optimistic that the problem will disappear once a naturalistically

acceptable explanation of the idea of accepting a proposition and endorsing a postulation—to which I

point in the following paragraph—is found.
52 Cf. footnote 42.
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The really hard cases for my analysis are desires to do something. A natural

proposal is that they are relations to postulations that are expressed by optatives of

the form ‘‘If only I would do x!’’. However, this is not unproblematic. Consider Fred

who has to finish a certain unpleasant task, say, correcting his students’ term papers.

Due to his tendency to procrastinate, he does not sit down at his desk and begin to

work but turns on the TV. Fred might sincerely express his state of mind by saying

‘‘If only I would finish this task soon! But, well, I don’t feel like it.’’ It seems, then,

that Fred endorses the postulation expressed by ‘‘If only I would finish this task

soon!’’ but does not have the desire to finish his task soon. Thus, the suggestion that

desires to do something are relations to postulations that are expressed by optatives

of the form ‘‘If only I would do x!’’ seems implausible.

However, I think that this problem can be solved by an appeal to Davis’s

(1986) distinction between volitive and appetitive desires: insofar as Fred

endorses the postulation expressed by ‘‘If only I would finish this task soon!’’ he

has a volitive desire to finish his task soon; but insofar as he don’t feel like

doing it he lacks the appetitive desire for finishing his task soon. Appetitive

desires are on a par with cravings, yearnings, longings and urges and, therefore,

are not attitudes at all, but lie at the interface between emotions and bodily

sensations. Since the proposal at hand is designed to provide an understanding of

attitudes, it should not be blamed for not providing an understanding of emotions

or bodily sensations.53

But the proposal that desires to do something are relations to postulations is not

cut and dried yet. Imagine a non-swimmer walking down the beach, when she

suddenly sees a person in danger of drowning. It seems reasonable to suppose that

the non-swimmer might wish that she could swim now, but does not have the

volitive desire to swim now. Given that both wishes and volitive desires are

relations to postulations, this example seems to draw us into contradictions—for

doesn’t it force us to say that the non-swimmer both endorses and does not endorse

one and the same postulation?

In my view, this problem can be defused by distinguishing between two different

postulations that are at play here: one is the postulation expressed by ‘‘If only I had

the ability to swim now!’’, the other one is the postulation expressed by ‘‘If only I

would swim now!’’ The non-swimmer might endorse the first postulation, but she

does not endorse the second one.

Well, this is not the end of the story—for I haven’t said a word about intentions

yet. On the face of it, my analysis so far does not provide the resources to

differentiate between volitive desires to do something and intentions. It won’t do,

for example, to say that intentions are likewise relations to postulations, since we

sometimes do not intend what we volitively desire. For example, I might have the

volitive desire to insult my superior right now, but I do not intend to do so, since I

know that doing so would have serious consequences for me. We cannot

accommodate such cases by disambiguating postulations or by arguing that

53 For a recent account of emotions that is compatible with the idea of transparent introspection, see

Mendelovici (2014).
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intentions are not attitudes. For one thing, there just seems to be no basis upon

which to conclude that two different postulations are at play here. For another thing,

there is no doubt that intentions are attitudes.

Due to this difficulty, I am inclined to admit that the analysis of wishes and

desires that I put forward in this paper cannot be transferred one-to-one to

intentions. However, I am confident that a more thoroughgoing account of other

non-truth-apt senses that I mentioned above, namely directives, might overcome the

difficulty. It seems natural to suggest that the intentional content of intentions

coincides, not with the semantic content of optatives, but with the semantic content

of certain self-directed imperatives.54 Consequently, in order to know what one

intends, one has to keep an eye out for a worldly item that is neither a state of affairs

nor a lacuna, but something third. For reasons of space, however, I cannot pursue

this issue any further here.

Let me sum up. I have motivated and developed a non-orthodox analysis of

wishes that avoids certain problems that stand in the way of extending the idea of

transparent introspection to non-doxastic attitudes. The central tenet of my analysis

is that wishes are relations to postulations—the non-truth-apt meanings of optative

sentences. To stand in relation to a postulation is to see the world from a specific

perspective, namely from a perspective that seems to reveal certain defects—

lacunae, as I have called them—that have to be fixed, either by bringing certain

states of affairs into existence or by eliminating particular facts. This perspective is

fundamentally different from the perspective of someone who accepts a proposition:

the way one sees the world qua the endorsement of a postulation cannot be

mimicked by any doxastic means, say, for example, by an evaluative judgment to

the effect that it would be good if a certain state of affairs were to obtain. So, in

order to know whether one wishes that p, one has to keep an eye out, not for a

certain fact, not even for an evaluative fact, but for a particular lacuna, that is, the

worldly item that is determined by the postulation expressed by ‘‘If only p were the

case!’’ This account not only strictly parallels the paradigmatic account of

transparent introspection of beliefs, it is also suitable as a blueprint for accounts of

transparent introspection of other non-doxastic attitudes.
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Beckermann, Rüdiger Bittner, Frank Esken, Bruno Haas, Ulrich Krohs, Maria Kronfeldner, Johannes

Lehnhard, Michaela Rehm, Thorsten Wilholt, and Veronique Zanetti, each of whom read a previous

version of this paper and provided extremely valuable comments. Furthermore, I am grateful to an

anonymous referee of this journal for his or her constructive criticism and insightful suggestions. My

special thanks to Jessica Laimann, who helped in preparing a first draft of this paper, and Tobias Steinig,

who edited the final revisions. Work on this article was supported by research grant BA 2269/2-1 from the

German Research Foundation (DFG).

54 The idea is that forming an intention involves making a decision about what to do. Decisions about

what to do can be mimicked by sentences of the form ‘‘It’s settled. Do x now!’’ considered as uttered in

silent soliloquy. I take the idea that intentions involve decisions from Paul (2012). However, though Paul

stresses the close relation between intentions and decisions, she doubts that our knowledge of our own

intentions is transparent.

Transparent introspection of wishes 2021

123



References

Armstrong, D. M. (1968). A materialist theory of the mind. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Ashwell, L. (2013). Deep, dark... or transparent? Knowing our desires. Philosophical Studies, 165,

245–256.

Bar-On, D. (2004). Speaking my mind: Expression and self-knowledge. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Barz, W. (2012). Die Transparenz des Geistes. Berlin: Suhrkamp.

Boghossian, P. (1989). Content and self-knowledge. Philosophical Topics, 17, 5–25.

Boisvert, D., & Ludwig, K. (2006). Semantics for nondeclaratives. In B. Smith & E. Lepore (Eds.), The

Oxford handbook of the philosophy of language (pp. 864–892). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Byrne, A. (2005). Introspection. Philosophical Topics, 33, 79–104.

Byrne, A. (2011a). Knowing what I am thinking. In A. Hatzimoysis (Ed.), Self-knowledge (pp. 105–124).

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Byrne, A. (2011b). Transparency, belief, intention. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplemen-

tary Volume, 85, 201–221.

Byrne, A. (2012). Knowing what I want. In J. Lui & J. Perry (Eds.), Consciousness and the self: New

essays (pp. 165–183). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Carruthers, P. (2011). The opacity of mind: An integrative theory of self-knowledge. Oxford: Oxford

University Press.
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