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Abstract: You want to donate a significant sum to charity (lives would be saved) but also you
don’t want to (you’d go into debt); you want to take a nap (you'd feel happy after) but you also
don’t want to (you'd forgo studying and fail tomorrow’s exam). Conflicting desire ascriptions
like these are common, yet they falsify every extant semantics that takes the theoretically
powerful, dominant, belief-based approach to want ascriptions (e.g. Heim (1992), von Fintel
(1999), Levinson (2003)). To account for conflicting desire ascriptions while maintaining the
theoretical power of the belief-based approach, I posit the notion of some-things-considered,
other-things-ignored desire. 1 model some-things-considered, other-things-ignored desire with a
question-based semantics, which builds on and extends Yalcin’s (2018) question-based theory
of belief, and fits with the increasingly well-supported hypothesis that questions play a central

role in our mental lives.

1 Introduction

You want to donate a significant sum to charity (lives would be saved) but also you don’t want
to (you'd go into debt); you want to move to a new neighborhood (you dislike your current
one) but also you don’t want to (moving is a hassle); you want to take a nap (you'd feel happy
after) but you also don’t want to (you'd forgo studying and fail tomorrow’s exam).

These are conflicting desire ascriptions—ascriptions of the form "S wants p' and 'S wants
-p . Conflicting desire ascriptions are common. Yet they are wrongly predicted to be incom-
patible in a wide range of cases by every extant semantics that takes the dominant, belief-based
approach to desire ascriptions.

The belief-based approach—taken by Heim (1992), von Fintel (1999), Levinson (2003),
and everyone who has built upon the foundational views of these theorists’—forges a tight
connection between desire and belief. The approach says, roughly, that you want p just if you
bear a positive attitude towards what you believe will happen if p obtains.> The belief-based
approach bears significant theoretical fruit. The tight connection between desire and belief

helps explain the presupposition behavior of ‘want’ (e.g. (Heim, 1992), (Maier, 2015)); the

'For example: Geurts (1998); Lassiter (2011); Portner and Rubinstein (2012); Maier (2015); Pearson (2016);
Drucker (2017); Pasternak (2018, 2019); Blumberg (2018, fc); Jerzak (2019) on the so-called predictive use of “want’;
Phillips-Brown (2021); and Grano and Phillips-Brown (2022).

*Jerzak (2019) identifies another use of ‘want’—the advisory use—the truth conditions of which do not
depend on the agent’s beliefs, but rather on certain relevant facts. I set aside the advisory use because when the
agents belief’s about the relevant facts are true, the advisory use shares truth conditions with the use that does
depend on the agent’s beliefs. We can imagine this is so in cases of conflicting desire ascriptionst.



relationships between ‘want’, ‘wish’, and ‘glad’ (e.g. (Heim, 1992), (Grano and Phillips-Brown,
2022)); what Wrenn (2010) calls the problem of wishful thinking; what are known as de credito
readings of ‘want’ (Blumberg, 2018, fc); the interaction between ‘want’ and conditionals (e.g.
(Pasternak, 2018)); and how wanting relates to decision theory (e.g. (Levinson, 2003), (Lassiter,
2011)).

Because the belief-based approach is so well motivated, we have two desiderata: (i) predict
that conflicting desire ascriptions are true in every case where they are, and (ii) take the belief-
based approach. To achieve these desiderata, I propose a some-things-considered, other-things-

ignored semantics. Consider, for example:
Nap. You want to take a nap.
Not-nap. You don’t want to take a nap.

Considering what you believe to be the mood benefits of napping, but ignoring the academic
consequences, you bear a positive attitude towards napping: Nap is true. Considering what
you believe to be the academic consequences of napping, but ignoring the mood benefits, you
bear a positive attitude towards not napping: Not-nap is true.

My semantics, inspired by Crni¢ (2011), is question-based: want ascriptions are indexed to
a contextually determined question. A core feature of my semantics—how questions interact
with belief—enjoys independent motivation from Yalcin (2018), whose “question-sensitive”
theory of beliefTadopt and extend. Indeed, positing a question-based theory of want ascriptions
finds general independent motivation because there is mounting evidence that questions play
a central role in our cognitive lives—e.g. in belief (as just noted), knowledge (Schafter, 2007),
attention (Koralus, 2014), reasoning (Pérez Carballo, 2016), decision-making (Hoek, 2019),
inquiry (Friedman, 2020), and intention (Beddor and Goldstein, 2022).

The paper is structured as follows. §2 presents the problem precisely, and then develops
and rejects three possible solutions. §3 lays out my semantics and shows how it solves the
problem. §4 shows how my semantics solves two other problems, one well-known and another

novel. §5 concludes.

2 The problem

In §2.1, I show that the foundational semantics of the belief-based approach—Heim’s (1992),
von Fintel’s (1999), and Levinson’s (2003)—wrongly predict that Nap and Not-nap cannot
both be true. In, §2.2—2.4, I consider three further semantics that build on these foundational

semantics, and argue that none of them meet our two desiderata.

2.1 Conflicting desire ascriptions in the foundational semantics

Let us begin with Heim’s semantics, which will serve as my touchstone throughout the paper.

Heim takes her inspiration from Stalnaker (1984), who writes:



[W]anting something is preferring it to certain relevant alternatives, the relevant
alternatives being those possibilities that the agent believes will be realized if he

does not get what he wants. (Stalnaker, 1984, p. 89)

Heim’s view—which I present with light modifications for comprehensibility—regiments
Stalnaker’s thought:

Heim’s semantics?

If defined, [S wants p]¢ = 1iff:

i)  For each p world w in Belg, S prefers w to the most similar —p world to w in Belg;

ii) For each —p world ' in Bely, S dis-prefers w' to the most similar p world to ' in
Bels.

The idea is that the “relevant alternative” to a p-world w in Bel is the most similar —p-world to
w in Belg.

Nap is true—by clause (i)—only if for each nap-world w in Bel,,, you prefer w to the most
similar —nap-world in Bel,,,. But Noz-nap is true—Dby clause (ii)—only if for each nap-world
w in Bel,,,, you disprefer w to the most similar —nap-world in Bel,,,. Nap and Not-nap cannot
both be true.

Now consider:

von Fintel’s semantics
If defined, [S wants p]|© = 1 iff all of the best worlds in Belg are p worlds, as ranked by
S’s preferences.

Nap is true only if all the best worlds in Bel,,, are nap-worlds. But Noz-nap is true only if these
worlds are —nap-worlds. Nap and Not-nap cannot both be true.

Finally, consider Levinson’s semantics:

Levinson’s semantics

If defined, [[S wants p]© = 1iff S assigns a higher expected value to p than to —p.

3Using the belief set in this way in Heim’s semantics—and in others’ semantics, like von Fintel’s—raises two
well-known problems (in addition to the problem of conflicting desire ascriptions). One problem—what I call the
problem of closure under doxastic equivalence, due to Villalta (2008)—I discuss in §4.1. The other problem—what
Grano and Phillips-Brown (2022) call the problem of (counter)factual want ascriptions—is that on Heim’s view,
[S wants p]° = 1 vacuously if S either believes p or believes —p (as Heim herself showed). For the purposes of this
paper, we can safely set such cases to the side, for two reasons. First, because there are conflicting desire ascriptions
(the primary focus of this paper) that are not of this kind. Consider, for example, a version of nap case in which
you are unsure whether you will be able to stay awake even if you try to: you neither believe that you will nap nor
believe that you will not. Second, because the problem of (counter)factual want ascriptions and the problem of
conflicting desire ascriptions are orthogonal: one can solve neither, one but not the other, or both. For example,
Heim’s semantics solves neither. Grano and Phillips-Brown’s semantics solves the former problem but not the
latter (because in cases where S neither believes p or believes —p, they use Bels in just the way Heim does). My
semantics solves the latter problem but not the former. And a hybrid semantics that blends mine and Grano and
Phillips-Brown’s solves both problems: Grano and Phillips-Brown explain in their §7 how to blend their view
with a question-based view like mine.



Nap is true only if you assign a higher expected value to napping than to not napping. But
Not-nap is true only if you assign a higher expected value to not napping than to napping.
Again, Nap and Not-nap cannot both be true.

2.2 Possible solution: context-sensitive preference relation

It’s sometimes hypothesized that our preferences are based in different values (e.g. Levinson
(2003), Crni¢ (2011), Condoravdi and Lauer (2016)). One might leverage this hypothesis into a
potential solution to our problem as follows. While you value not failing the exam tomorrow,
you also value being happy for the rest of today. Viewed through the lens of the value of
academic success, napping is bad (and so Noz-nap is true). Viewed through the lens of the value
of happiness today, napping is good (and so Nap is true). We can regiment this hypothesis
within Heim’s semantics by indexing the preference relation to the context:*+

Heim’s semantics with context-sensitive preference relation

If defined, [[S wants p]* = 1iff:

i)  For each p world w in Belg, S prefers, relative to the dimension of value

relevant in ¢, w to the most similar —p world to w in Bels;

ii) Foreach —pworld w’in Belg, S disprefers, relative to the dimension of value relevant

in ¢, w’ to the most similar p world to w’ in Bels.

This view can indeed correctly predict that Nap and Not-nap are true in different contexts.
But it makes incorrect predictions with other conflicting desire ascriptions. Imagine Jim,
a bookie, who cares about just one thing: the total amount of money he has. Jim believes he
owes Miranda $100,000 and that Anna owes him $50. Miranda and Anna are always together,
and so Jim believes he will be paid by Anna only if he pays Miranda. The following are true in

at least some contexts:

Paid-by-Anna. Jim wants to be paid by Anna (but he won’t try to get Anna to repay,
since that will mean repaying Miranda).

Not-paid-by-Anna. Jim doesn’t want to be paid by Anna (since that would mean repaying
Miranda).

Because Paid-by-Anna is true in some contexts, the context-sensitive preference relation view
must say that, relative to some value of Jim’s, Jim does value what he believes will happen if
he is paid by Anna (suffer a net loss of $99,950). But there is no such value. Jim values only

money, and losing $99,950 is disvalued no matter how you look at it.

*Levinson (2003) proposes something similar with his decision-theoretic semantics.



2.3 Possible solution: departing from the belief set

Alternatively, one might replace Belg within Heim’s semantics with a contextually determined

domain, Dom,:>¢

Generalized Heimian semantics

If defined, [[S wants p]* = 1iff:

i)  Foreach p world win Dom,, S prefers w to the most similar —-p world to w in Dom,;
ii) For each —p world &' in Dom,, S disprefers w’ to the most similar p world to &' in

Dom,.

This semantics allows that Dom, is not Bels. So, worlds where you nap but do not fail may
enter into the truth conditions—Nap may correctly be predicted true in some contexts.

By allowing Dom, to vary by context, the semantics can predict that Nap is true in one context,
and Not-nap is true in another.

However, in certain cases, the semantics fails to simultaneously meet our two desiderata:
(i) predict that conflicting desire ascriptions are true in every case where they are, and (ii) take
the belief-based approach. To see why, assume that napping and failing would be a disastrous
outcome, and that not napping and not failing would be much better. Assume further that
you believe that you will fail the exam just if you nap. You then disprefer each nap-world w
in Bel,,, to the most similar —nap-world. On these assumptions, every context ¢ is such that
either Nap is false in ¢ or the semantics abandons the belief-based approach in c.

Take any context where ¢ where Dom, overlaps with the nap-worlds in Bel,,,. Nap is true
only if you prefer every nap-world w in Dom, to the most similar -nap-world. But for any
nap-world w in Dom, that is also in Bel,,,, you—by assumption—disprefer w to the most
similar —nap-world. Nap is false in c.

Take instead any context ¢ where Dom, doesn’t overlap with the nap-worlds in Bel,,.
The semantics says, roughly, that Nap is true in ¢ just if you bear a positive attitude towards
worlds that are incompatible with what you believe will happen if you nap. But the belief-based
approach says, roughly, that Nap is true just if you bear a certain positive attitude towards what

you believe will happen if you nap.”

SRubinstein (2012) and Anand and Hacquard (2013) propose something similar within non-Heimian frame-
works.

®One might think that introducing a contextually determined domain is something we need to do for other
reasons—specifically, in order to solve the problem of (counter)factual want ascriptions, which I discussed in
footnote 3. This is not so, as evidenced by the fact that Grano and Phillips-Brown (2022) solve this problem
without introducing a contextually determined domain.

7While the strategy of replacing Bels with Dom, fails within a Heimian framework, it shows promise within a
von Fintelian one:

Generalized von Fintelian semantics
If defined, [[S wants p]° = 1 iff all of the best worlds in Dom, are p worlds, as ranked by S’s preferences.

Consider a Dom, that contains every world in your belief set, and in addition some worlds where you nap and
do not fail. We may imagine that these nap-not-fail worlds are the best worlds within Dom,, and so that Nap is



2.4 Possible solution: sufficient desirability

Phillips-Brown (2021) and Blumberg and Hawthorne (2022) offer sufficient desirability seman-
tics. The idea, in its simplest form, is that "S wants p’ is true in ¢ just if p is sufficient desirable
for S. Such semantics seem well equipped to account for conflicting desire ascriptions—each
of p and —p may be sufficiently desirable for S.8 The idea is most simply formalized within a

decision-theoretic semantics:

Sufficient desirability semantics
If defined, [[S wants p]© = 1iff the expected value that S assigns to p is sufficiently high.

This semantics can indeed predict that many pairs of conflicting desire ascriptions are true. But
not all. Return to the version of the napping case from §2.3 in which napping and failing your
exam is a disastrous outcome, and you expect that if you nap, you will fail. While Noz-nap may

be true, Nap is not: you assign a very Jow expected value to napping.

3 Some-things-considered desire
3.1 On ‘considering’ and ‘ignoring’

I claim that Nap is true, considering the benefits to your mood from taking the nap butignoring
the consequences, and that Noz-nap is true considering the academic consequences of napping,
but ignoring the mood benefits. This claim might mislead in that the terms ‘considering’ and
‘ignoring’ suggest that whenever an agent wants, some things considered and other things
ignored, she is actively considering and ignoring (or has actively considered and ignored). In
some cases, we do actively consider and ignore—you could say, ‘Considering how good I
would feel after the nap, but ignoring the consequences for the exam tomorrow, I want to
nap’—but that need not always be so. Often we want, some things considered and other things
ignored, without literally considering and ignoring, in which case ‘considering’ and ‘ignoring’
are metaphorical.

By using ‘considering’ and ‘ignoring’ sometimes literally and other times metaphorically,
I follow the use of another philosophical term about desire: the ‘considered” of ‘all-things-

considered desire’. Sometimes we want, all things considered (whatever exactly thatamounts to),

correctly predicted true in some contexts.

There are three things of note here. First, the Generalized von Fintelian semantics may indeed be able to meet
the two desiderata of this paper; whether it ultimately can will depend on whether it meets the desideratum of
taking the belief-based approach despite allowing a domain that contains worlds which are incompatible with
the agent’s beliefs. I leave this matter to another day. Second, I believe, it is still very much worth pursuing a
general solution to the problem of conflicting desire ascriptions that works equally well across the Heimian and
von Fintelian frameworks (as well as others), given that the debate between the frameworks is a live one. The
view I give in §3 provides such a general solution. Third, von Fintel’s original semantics faces another, previously
unrecognized problem that cannot be solved by adopting the Generalized von Fintelian semantics, but can be
solved by adopting my view, as I argue in §4.2 (and footnote 16 in particular).

$Lassiter (2011) also offers a sufficient desirability semantics, but one that does allow for conflicting desire
ascriptions to be true.
p



after actively weighing all the pros and cons. That is, sometimes we want, all things considered,
after considering all things. In such cases, ‘considered’ is literal; in others, it is metaphorical.
For example, rational agents, it is often said, tend to do what they want, all things considered.

And rational agents do not always literally consider all things before acting.

3.2 A questioned-based model of considering and ignoring

Define a question as the set of its possible answers, a partition on the set of possible worlds
(Hamblin, 1958). Questions differ in their coarse-grainedness. Take, for example, the question
What happened in Dallas on November 22, 1963 at 12:30pm? Its answers are propositions
that settle all possible ways the world could be in Dallas on this date at this time—and nothing
else. This question is coarse-grained in that there are things about the world that its answers do
not settle: for example, whether Walter Cronkite was in New York on this date at this time.
Other questions are finer-grained. For example, the answers to the question What happened
anywhere on Earth on November 22, 1963 at 12:30pm? settle more about the world: they
settle, among other things, whether Cronkite was in New York on this date at this time.

It is the coarse-grainedness of (some) questions that lend themselves to considering and
ignoring. Roughly, when the answers to a question Q settle certain things about the world,
propositions that describe those things are considered relative to Q; when the answers to Q do
not settle certain things about the world, propositions that describe those things are ignored
relative to Q. More precisely, say that p is considered relative to Q just if every answer to Q—that
is, every member of Q—either entails p or entails —p. And say that p is ignored relative to Q
just if every answer to Q neither entails p nor entails —p.

For example, relative to the question What happened in Dallas on November 22, 1963 at
12:30pm? the proposition that Kennedy was shot in Dallas on November 22, 1963 at 12:30pm
is considered; relative to this question, the proposition that Cronkite was in New York on this

date at this time is ignored.?

3.3 Belief meets considering and ignoring

My question-based semantics for ‘want’ draws on Yalcin’s question-based model of belief,
which can be understood by analogy to the classic, Hintikkan (1969) model of belief. For
Hintikka, an agent’s beliefs are modeled with the set of worlds that are compatible with what
she believes—her belief set, Bels. Yalcin represents an agent’s belief relative to a question Q
with the set of answers to Q that are compatible with what she believes—what I call a guestion-
relative belief state, Q-Bels. Formally: where 4 is a variable that ranges over answers to questions,
i.e. over propositions: Q-Belg =4¢ {2 € Q : 2 n Belg + @}.1°

The basic idea behind the notions of considering and ignoring has precedent; other theorists identify similar
notions. If p is considered relative to Q, then p is about Q, in Lewis’s (1988) terminology. If p is considered relative
to Q, then in Yalcin’s (2018) terminology, Q makes p visible; if p is ignored relative to Q, Q makes p invisible.

*°It may help the reader to note that while, for any Q, Q-Bels does not contain any answers (propositions)
that are incompatible with S’s beliefs, it is nonetheless true that for some Qs, Q-Belg does contain answers that



Figure 1 below illustrates the idea with a toy case. Consider an agent, Jo—who believes
that she will brush her teeth before bed, but is unsure if she will floss—and a question, Q,
whose answers settle whether Jo brushes her teeth and whether she flosses.

Figure 1 has three larger squares, each representing the set of all worlds, 7. In the left
larger square, there is shaded circle, a subset of 777, that represents Jo’s belief set, Bely,. In the
middle larger square, there are four smaller squares—which make up a partition on /7" —that
represent Qy; each of the four smaller squares is an answer to Q. In the right larger square,
there is a shaded rectangle, the set of answers to Q; that are compatible with Jo’s beliefs, that
represents Jo’s Q;-relative belief state, Q;-Bely,.

Figure 1.
Jo’s belief set: Belj, Q1, a question Jo’s Qy-relative belief state: Q;-Bely,
brush —-brush brush -brush
floss floss floss floss
brush —-brush brush —-brush
—floss —floss —floss —floss

Consider the right larger square. Because Jo believes that she will brush, Q;-Bel;, excludes
the answers in Q; according to which she does not brush. Because Jo is unsure whether she
will floss, Q1-Belj, contains an answer according to which she flosses and an answer according
to which she does not floss. Relative to the question Qj, certain things are considered (e.g.
whether Jo will brush her teeth) and others are ignored (e.g. whether Jo will wash her face).
Jo’s Qq-relative belief state represents what Jo believes, considering these certain things and

ignoring these others.

3.4 Case study of a question-based semantics of some-things-considered desire

I will illustrate my theory of some-things-considered desire with a case study, a question-based
adaptation of Heim’s semantics. In §4.2 and §s, I discuss how my solution generalizes.

For reference, I repeat Heim’s semantics:
Heim’s semantics (repeated from page 3)
If defined, [[S wants p]* = 1iff:
i)  For each p world w in Belg, S prefers w to the most similar —p world to w in Bels;

ii) For each —p world w' in Bels, S disprefers w' to the most similar p world to ' in
Bels.

The crucial change from Heim’s semantics is that want ascriptions are now evaluated

themselves contain worlds that are incompatible with S’s beliefs.



against a contextually variable question, Q,. (By indexing want ascriptions to questions, I am
inspired by an idea suggested, but not developed, by Crni¢ (2011) in response to the problem I
discuss in §4.1.) The crucial carryover from Heim’s semantics is that belief still plays a central
role. Where there is Bels in Heim’s semantics, there is Q,-Belg in mine.

Moving from the belief set to the question-relative belief state requires adjusting Heim’s
semantics in two further ways. First, one evaluates the agent’s preferences between answers—
which is to say, between propositions—rather than worlds. In §3.5, I give a precise characteri-
zation of this sort of preference. Second, a notion of similarity between answers replaces the
notion of similarity between worlds. Take, for example, the question What happened in Dallas
on November 22, 1963 at 12:30pm? Contrast the actually true answer to two others: one
according to which everything is the same as it actually was except that Kennedy was wearing a
hat, and another according to which Kennedy was assassinated by a tactical missile. The first of
these answers is more similar to the actually true answer than the second is.

My semantics is as follows. Say that an answer  (to some question Q) is a p answer just if

a entails p; an answer a’ is a —p answer just if 2’ entails —p.

Question-based Heimian semantics”

If defined, [S wants p]© = 1iff:

i)  Foreach p answer a2 in Q,-Belg, S prefers a to the most similar —p answer to « in
Q,-Bels;

ii) For each —p answer 4’ in Q,-Belg, S disprefers 2’ to the most similar p answer to 4’
in QC-BCIS.

The semantics can predict that Nap and Not-nap are each true in different contexts.

Begin with Nap. Consider a question— Today?—whose answers settle all and only what
happens in the world today. Relative to Today? propositions about your napping this after-
noon and your mood for the rest of the day are considered, but propositions about the exam
tomorrow are ignored.

Now consider Today?-Bel,,,. Because you believe you’ll be in a good mood for the rest of
the day just if you nap, you are in a good mood in the nap-answers in Today?-Bel,,, and in a
bad mood in its ~nap-answers. Crucially, Today?-Bel,,, contains neither answers where you
fail the exam, nor answers where you pass: this follows from the fact that the outcome of the

exam is ignored relative to Today?

Figure 2

Facts about Today?—Bely(m

nap-answers: —~nap-answers:
good mood for rest of day bad mood for rest of day

neither fail nor pass tomorrow’s exam | neither fail nor pass tomorrow’s exam

"Dandelet (ms) offers a similar semantics, although hers is based in situations, not questions.



In a context ¢ where Q, = Today?, Nap is true according to my semantics. Roughly, the
semantics says that Nap is true in such a context just if among the answers in your Today?-Bel,
you prefer the nap-answers to the —nap-answers. And it stands to reason that you do, since
things you value happen in the nap-answers (you feel happy) but things you disvalue do not
(it’s not the case that you fail the exam), while things you disvalue happen in the =nap-answers
(you’re in a bad mood) but things you value do not (it’s not the case that you pass).

In other contexts that determine different questions, Not-nap is true. For example, Not-nap
is true in a context with a question Q, relative to which the mood benefits of taking the nap
are ignored but the outcome of tomorrow’s exam is considered.

Similar things can be said for the other problem cases we considered in §2.2—2.4. In the case
trom $§2.2, Paid-by-Anna and Not-paid-by-Anna are each true in different contexts: Paid-by-
Anna is true in contexts where the financial outcome of being paid by Anna is considered, but
the financial outcome of paying Miranda is ignored; Not-paid-by-Anna is true in contexts where
the financial outcome of paying Miranda is considered and the financial outcome of being
repaid by Anna is ignored. And in the version of the nap case from §2.3 and §2..4, we imagined
that failing the exam was a disastrous outcome; this led other views to predict that Nap must
be false (or that the belief-based approach must be abandoned). My view, in contrast, predicts
that Nap can be true, regardless of whether failing is disastrous—so long as the outcome of the

exam is ignored.

3.5 Preference between answers

To make precise the notion of preference between answers—or what amounts to the same,
preference between propositions—I suggest that we extend to propositions von Fintel’s (1999)
understanding of preference between worlds.

Von Fintel follows Kratzer’s (1981, 1991) classic approach to ranking worlds for modals:
worlds are ranked on the basis of an ordering source, G."> For an agent S, the ordering source
contains propositions that make a world good in the eyes of S. G, might contain, for example,
the proposition that you are happy for the rest of the day. Von Fintel’s particular way of spelling

out this idea is as follows:

Von Fintel’s preference between worlds

Spreferswtow iff {pe Gs:w' ep} c{peGs:wep}

This approach straightforwardly extends to preference between propositions. Instead
of ranking worlds according to the members of the ordering source they make true, we rank
propositions according to the members of the ordering source they entail. We find this basic
approach in Cariani, Kaufmann, and Kaufmann’s (2013) semantics for deontic modals. The
approach also enjoys support from Pettit (1991) and Dreier (2005), although they do not offer

any particular formalism.

*More precisely, the ordering source is a function from a world to such a set of propositions. As is standard, I
use ‘ordering source’ to refer to the value of this function rather than the function itself.

10



Von Fintelian preference between propositions
Sprefersatoa’ iff {pe Gs:a' Cp} c{peGs:acp}

For example, you prefer the nap answers to the —nap answers in your Today?-relative belief state
because the former entail a proposition in G,,,—the proposition that you are happy—that the
latter do not. Neither the nap answers nor the —nap answers entail the proposition that you
pass the exam—which we may suppose is in G,,,—since relative to both types of answers, the
outcome of the exam is ignored. That is, both types of answers neither entail that you pass nor
entail that you do not.

More generally, when a member of the ordering source p is ignored relative to a question
Q, then p cannot count in favor of an answer « to Q. By the definition of ignoring, # does not
entail p, and only propositions that 4 entails can count in favor of it. Conversely, members
of the ordering source that are considered relative to Q may count in favor of answers to Q.
Suppose that p is considered relative to Q. By the definition of considering, any answer 2 to Q
either entails p—in which case p counts in favor of #—or entails —p.

The particular von Fintelian way of using the ordering source to rank worlds and proposi-
tions may not be quite right. For example, it effectively gives each proposition in the ordering
source “equal weight” in ranking worlds (Kratzer, 1981; von Fintel and Iatridou, 2008). There
are, however, other ways of ranking that allow for weighting (see e.g. von Fintel and Iatridou
(2008), Katz et al. (2012)). Exactly which approach is best is not important for my purposes.
What is important is that an independently motivated understanding of preference between

worlds can extend to preference between answers.

3.6 Meta-semantics: What is considered and what is ignored?

I have said what is considered and what is ignored in cases where conflicting desire ascriptions
are true. What, one might wonder, is considered (ignored) in other cases? This is a difficult
question. The metasemantics of want ascriptions is notoriously thorny; many theorists say
nothing about it, and none give systematic theories. I, too, will not give a systematic theory,
but I will now offer two metasemantic constraints, and another in §4.2. Whatever one makes
of these constraints, it is worth emphasizing two things. First, that 7/ the metasemantics is as I
have said it is in the contexts I have discussed, then I have met a pressing need that no one else
has: predicting that conflicting desire ascriptions can be true in every case where they are, while
taking the belief-based approach. And, second, that it is natural to think that in the contexts I
have discussed, the metasemantics is indeed set in these ways.

To evaluate 'S wants p ' in a context ¢, I suggest, p must be considered in ¢c. More precisely,
[S wants p]“ is defined only if p is considered relative to Q,. The reason for this constraint is
intuitive. How can we evaluate your attitude towards p if p is not considered?

Say also that Q, must be diverse with respect to p, in the sense of (Condoravdi, 2002), who

forwarded an analogous constraint for modals.3 The constraint is that [[S wants p]|¢ is defined
g p

BHere I follow Rubinstein (2017), who requires a certain form of diversity in her semantics of want ascriptions.
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only if Q, contains both p answers and —p answers. The constraint flows from Stalnaker’s

thought, repeated below, that inspired Heim’s semantics (and in turn my Heimian semantics):

[W]anting something is preferring it to certain relevant alternatives, the relevant
alternatives being those possibilities that the agent believes will be realized if he

does not get what he wants. (Stalnaker, 1984, p. 89; repeated from my page 2

To evaluate "S wants p' in ¢ one evaluates S’s preferences between p and alternatives to p. The
question-based semantics regiments Stalnaker’s idea by evaluating S’s preferences between
certain p answers to a question Q, and certain —p answers to Q.: these —p answers are the
alternatives to the p answers. Evaluating S’s preferences in this way cannot be done if Q, either
lacks p answers or lacks —p answers—i.e. if the diversity constraint is violated. More precisely, if
the diversity constraint is violated, [S wants p]¢ = 1 vacuously if Q, contains neither p answers
nor —p answers, for reasons analogous to ones explained by Heim (1992).™

Before concluding this section, it is worth noting that, if the metasemantics is set in a
certain way, my Heimian Question-based Semantics can simulate Heim’s semantics in cases
where one thinks Heim’s semantics makes the right predictions. This is because a maximally
fine-grained question—say, What is the world like at every time in every place?—has maximally
fine-grained answers, which is to say its answers are singleton sets of worlds. In a context with
a maximally fine-grained question, my Heimian semantics evaluates the agent’s preferences
between singleton sets of individual worlds; this amounts to the same thing as Heim’s semantics,

which evaluates the agent’s preferences between individual worlds.

4 Solving further problems

Now that we have the some-things-considered desire semantics in hand, we can put it to work
to solve further problems, in addition to the problem of conflicting desire ascriptions. In §4.1

and §4.2, I consider two such problems.

4.1 The problem of closure under doxastic equivalence

I have identified a problem for all existing views that take the belief-based approach to want
ascriptions. Villalta (2008) identified another, which I call the problem of closure under doxastic
equivalence. Suppose that you want p. On the belief-based approach, you therefore bear a
certain positive attitude towards what you believe will happen if p obtains. Now take some
other proposition ¢ that is doxastically equivalent to p: that is, what you believe will happen if
g obtains is just the same as what you believe will happen if p obtains. You therefore bear the
relevant positive attitude towards ¢: you want g. More generally, if you want p and you believe

that p iff ¢, it follows that you want g. This inference is invalid:

“Heim shows that [[S wants p]° = 1 vacuously if Belg contains neither p worlds nor —p worlds. Analogous
reasoning shows that [S wants p]° = 1 vacuously if Q,-Belg contains neither p answers nor —p answers, which is
uaranteed if Q, contains neither p answers nor —p answers.
8
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Instance of closure under doxastic equivalence
()  You want to take a long nap this afternoon.
(2)  You believe that you will fail the exam iff you take a nap this afternoon.
(3) = You want to fail the exam.

We can see this inference in Heim’s semantics: by (1), you prefer the nap worlds in your
belief set to otherwise similar -nap worlds in your belief set; by (2), these nap worlds are fail
worlds and these —nap worlds are —fail worlds; so you prefer the fail worlds to the —fail worlds.
(3) holds.

My semantics blocks the inference. As we have already said, in the context where Nap, i.c.
(1), is true, the outcome of the exam is ignored: the question of that context contains neither
failed exam answers nor —failed exam answers. This violates the diversity constraint (from §3.6)
for evaluating ‘you want to fail the exam’, i.e. (3). In the context ¢ where [(1)]¢ = 1, [(3)]¢ is
undefined.

Note further that on my semantics, [(3)]¢ is not only undefined in the contexts ¢ where
[(1)]¢ = 1, but my view correctly predicts in contexts ¢ where [(3)]€ is defined, [(3)]¢ = 0. This
is because, relative to a question Q. where the outcome of the exam is considered, you prefer
the —fail answers to the fail answers in your Q,-relative belief state; you prefer not failing the

exam to failing it.

4.2 A problem for von Fintelians about ‘want’

Von Fintel’s semantics for ‘want’, which I repeat below, faces a previously unrecognized prob-

lem.

von Fintel’s semantics (repeated from page 3)
If defined, S wants p]|© = 1 iff all of the best worlds in Belg are p worlds, as ranked by

S’s preferences.

On this semantics, ‘want’ is Strawson upward-monotonic: if [S wants p[|° and [[S wants ]|
are both defined, [S wants p]¢ = 1, and p entails ¢, then S wants q] = 1. The issue of whether
‘want’ is indeed Strawson upward-monotonic is hotly contested,’s and I will not try to settle it,
since I am not trying to develop a particular semantics for ‘want’ (but to rather establish that
question-relativity can be integrated into various semantics to meet our two desiderata).
New data, inspired by Yalcin’s (2018) data about belief, seem at first blush to challenge the

Strawson upward-monotonicity of ‘want’.
(4)  William III wanted England to avoid war with France.

(s)  William III wanted England to avoid nuclear war with France.

5See e.g. Heim (1992), von Fintel (1999), Levinson (2003), Blumberg and Hawthorne (2022).
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It very well may have been the case that William III wanted England to avoid war with France.
But it is—intuitively—not the case that he wanted to avoid nuclear war with France (nor is
it the case that he wanted England 7o to avoid nuclear war with France), since he lacked the
concept of nuclear war.

What appears to be a counterexample to Strawson upward-monotonicity is not in fact
a counterexample if [(5)]¢ is undefined in every ¢ in which [(4)]¢ = 1. We can get a neat
explanation of why this would be so if we integrate my question-sensitive approach into a
von Fintelian framework. Indeed, we can get a neat explanation of ()] is undefined in every
context, explaining why (s) seems neither true nor false.

I integrated my question-based approach into a Heimian framework by replacing the
belief set in Heim’s semantics with a context-sensitive question-relative belief state. One can

do the same with von Fintel’s semantics:

Question-based von Fintelian semantics
If defined, [[S wants p]¢ = 1iff all of the best answers in Q,-Bels are p answers, as ranked
by §’s preferences.

I propose a metasemantic constraint—for the question-based von Fintelian semantics and
for any other framework in which one adopts the question-based approach—that solves the
problem for the von Fintelian. In particular, [[S wants p]|* is defined only if S’s beliefs are
sensitive to Q.. The animating idea of the semantics, after all, is to evaluate S’s preferences
relative to her beliefs about the contextually determined question.

This constraint, in conjunction with one of the constraints from §3.6 and a plausible
assumption, entails that (s) is true in no contexts, even if (4) is true in some contexts. The con-
straint from §3.6 that T have in mind—call it the ‘Considering Constraint’—is that [[S wants p]
is defined only if p is considered in ¢. And the plausible assumption is that the beliefs of an agent
who lacks the conceptual resources to grasp p are not sensitive to a question relative to which p
is considered—indeed, this assumption is exactly what Yalcin argues for in his view of belief.
It follows that (s) is undefined in any context c: if England avoids nuclear war with France
is considered relative to Q,, then [[(5)]|¢ is undefined because William IIT lacked the concept
of England avoiding nuclear war with France; if England avoids nuclear war with France is
not considered relative to Q,, then [(5)]¢ is undefined because the Considering Constraint is

violated.’®

°Tn §2.1, I argued that von Fintel’s semantics cannot predict that both Nap and Not-nap are true; in §2.3, I
noted that a von Fintelian can make these predictions if she adopts the following view:

Generalized von Fintelian semantics (repeated from footnote 7)
If defined, [[S wants p]° iff all of the best worlds in Dom, are p worlds, as ranked by S°s preferences.

The new problem just posed for von Fintel’s semantics cannot, so far as I can tell, be solved by this semantics.
Note that this semantics like von Fintel’s, is Strawson-upward monontonic, and so the inference from (4) to (s)
can be blocked only if [(5)][¢ is undefined in every ¢ in which [(4)]° = 1. I do not see how the Generalized von
Fintelian semantics can offer a story about why this would be so.

Consider, for example, a context ¢ such that Dom, is William IIT’s belief set, Bel ;7. We may imagine that
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For those familiar with Yalcin’s view, it may help to note where my use of his question-
sensitive belief matches his and where I apply it to new sorts of cases. Yalcin is primarily
concerned with cases where the agent’s beliefs are insensitive to a question, perhaps due to a
lack of a concept, as with William III, or a failure of conscious introspection. I am concerned
with such cases too: my metasemantics gives such cases a special status, given that [S wants p]°
is defined only if S’s beliefs are sensitive to Q, (indeed this constraint could perhaps be used to
solve more puzzles about ‘want’ that parallel Yalcin’s puzzles for belief, in just the way that we
did for the case of William III). Yet in the cases of conflicting desire ascriptions I have discussed,
there is no issue of whether the agent’s beliefs are sensitive to a question (and similarly for the
cases I discussed in §4.1). For example, I have said that Nap is true in a context because the
academic consequences of taking a nap are ignored. I do not claim that in such a context, the
agent’s beliefs are insensitive to matters of the academic consequences of taking the nap. As
noted on page 6, it would be natural for you to say “Considering how good I would feel after
the nap, but ignoring the consequences for the exam tomorrow, I want to nap.” Here there is

clearly no lack of concept or failure to consciously introspect.

s Conclusion

The problem I've set out is general: every extant semantics that takes the theoretically powerful,
dominant, belief-based approach predicts that conflicting desire ascriptions are incompatible
in a wide range of contexts in which they are true. I intend for my question-based solution to
be general, too. The extant semantics model an agent’s beliefs either with a set of worlds, such
as the belief set, or with a credence function. We have already seen my solution implemented
in the former case, taking both Heim’s and von Fintel’s semantics and replacing the belief set
with a question-relative belief set. The same can be done within any semantics that uses a set
of worlds to model the agent’s beliefs—e.g. Geurts’s (1998), Pasternak’s (2018), or Grano and
Phillips-Brown’s (2022). How to combine a credal model of belief, like Levinson’s (2003), with
a question-based model of belief is a task for future work.

Another task is to explore other applications of the some-things-considered desire frame-

work. Here we might look to question-based theories of other mental states. For example,

England avoids nuclear war with France in all of the best worlds in Belyp7, and so [[(4)]° = 1. Why would [(s)]°
be undefined? I can think of only one hypothesis. It has two parts: first, that [S wants p]° is defined only if Dom,
is diverse with respect to p: i.e. only if there are p worlds in Dom, and —p worlds in Dom,. And then, second,
that Belypyy; is not diverse with respect to the proposition England avoids nuclear war with France. But we can
easily imagine that Belypyyy s diverse with respect to this proposition. We may imagine that William III did
not believe that England would have a war with France, in which case Belypy;; contains worlds where England
avoids nuclear war with France. And it is reasonable to assume, as Yalcin argues (2018), that William IIT did not
believe that England would avoid nuclear war with France (nor did he believe that they wouldn’t), in which case
Belypir contains worlds where England has a nuclear war with France. (According to the traditional conception
of the belief set, a world w is a member of §’s belief set just if nothing that happens w is “in contradiction with
anything that [S] believes” (von Fintel and Heim, 2011, p. 20).) Because I cannot see any other hypothesis for how
a Generalized von Fintelian semantics could block the inference from (4) to (s), I think it is safe to conclude, at
least for the time being, that the semantics cannot solve our new problem.
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Schaffer (2007) and Beddor and Goldstein (2022) use question-based theories to address the
closure properties of knowing and intending, respectively. By drawing analogies between these
attitudes and wanting, we can look to these other theorists both to identify potential closure
properties (or lack thereof) that wanting displays, and to use questions to explain them. Indeed,
we have already seen two puzzles surrounding the closure properties of wanting (in §4.1 and

§4.2) resolved by appeal to some-things-considered desire.

Word count: 8204.
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