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FARA ON SPECIFYING DESIRES 
 
1. The ‘Problem of Underspecification’ 
 

Seems true to say (e.g.) ‘Fiona wants to catch a fish’ or ‘Charlotte wants to have some 
champagne’. But in each case it seems that we have underspecified what the subject 
wants (it is not true that (for Fiona) any fish will do; and it is not true (for Charlotte) that 
any amount of champagne will do). But then how can the ascriptions in fact be true (since 
they seem to misdescribe the desires in question)? 
 
The problem (Fara says) is to explain how the ascriptions can be true despite the fact that 
neither Fiona nor Charlotte has a desire whose content is specified precisely by the 
embedded clause.  
 
The aim of Fara’s paper is to look at a very natural account of attitude ascriptions (what 
she calls the ‘content-specification’ account) and to argue that it cannot solve this 
problem.  
 

The content-specification account is a particular ‘relational analysis’ of desire (or wants) 
ascriptions. I.e., an analysis on which (e.g.) ‘Lora wants Rudy to be in London’ is true iff 
Lora bears the relation expressed by ‘wants’ to the proposition that Rudy is in London.  
 

Thus, the content-specification version of this analysis has two components. 
 

The ‘content component’ says that S bears the relation expressed by ‘wants’ to a 
proposition p iff S has a desire whose content is p.  
 

The ‘specification component’ then says what it is to have a desire with a particular 
proposition as its content. The idea is that a desire whose content is p is satisfied iff p is 
true.  
 
And this template would seem to give nicely unified account of a whole range of 
propositional attitudes: e.g., belief (with ‘true’ in place of ‘satisfied’), fear (‘realized’), 
hope (‘fulfilled’), etc.  
 
But the problem of underspecification seems to refute this account of desire:  
 

• when we say that ‘Fiona wants to catch a fish’ we are ascribing a certain desire to 
Fiona;  

• if the content-specification account is right, then this would be a desire that is 
satisfied iff it is true that Fiona catches a fish; 

• but the desire that we are in fact ascribing to Fiona does not have this satisfaction 
condition; 

• so the content-specification account is false.  
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2. Responses (on behalf of the content-specification account) 
 

2.1. False Talk 
 

One option is to say that when we say ‘Fiona wants to catch a fish’ (e.g.) we say 
something false, but which is close enough to something true for the purposes at hand. 
(Cf. ‘England has a population of 50 million’.) (An alternative is to say that the ascription 
is true but weaker than the claim that we wish to communicate; but that it is ‘close 
enough’ or the purposes at hand.)  
 
The problem for this response, however (Fara argues), is that (on the content-
specification account) what we would be saying here is very much not close enough for 
the purposes at hand.  
 

Thus, in the England case, when it is acceptable to say this, the deviation of the actual 
population from 50m would not lead to any different action on our part (or that’s the 
idea).  
 

But in the Fiona case the deviation from the actual truth will typically lead to very 
different actions (e.g., stopping the fishing trip once a minnow has been caught).  
 
2.2. Wide Scope, Taxonomic Reading 
 

‘Fish’ has a taxonomic reading: thus ‘Fiona caught three fish’ can mean that Fiona caught 
three types of fish (even if she caught more than one token of some of the types); e.g., she 
caught trout, pike and carp.  
 
So maybe (the idea is) when we say that Fiona wants to catch a fish we actually mean: 
there is a type t of fish such that Fiona wants to catch t; and so the type would be edible + 
meal-sized (say). This then seems to get the satisfaction conditions right (while retaining 
the content-specification account).  
 
But of course this response is very closely tailored to one particular example. It will not 
(as it stands) work for the Charlotte/champagne example: for it is not that Charlotte wants 
a particular type of champagne; rather, she wants a particular amount. (Driving this point 
home: ‘Charlotte likes two champagnes, Veuve Cliquot and Tattinger’ sounds fine; but 
‘Charlotte likes two champagnes, four-ounce amounts and six-ounce amounts’ does not.)  
 
Thus, to handle this example we would need to give wide scope to a variable ranging 
over amounts. I.e., we would need to find a reading of the desire ascription as follows: 
 

the amount of champagne that Charlotte wants to drink is an amount that is 
‘some’, i.e., an amount that is not none.  

 

Or that is what Fara suggests. But although this will be true in the envisaged (sort of) 
scenario, it will be far weaker than that which we mean to convey. (Perhaps Fara some 
way of fine-tuning here?) 
 
But we are still going to need very different strategies for the wide range of similar (but 
not so similar) examples that we will have to handle if we are to stick with the content-
specification account. For example, Fara considers: ‘Fiona wants fish for dinner’.  
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The content-specification account would (prima facie) suggest that this would be true iff 
Fiona has a desire that is satisfied iff she has fish for dinner. But that seems false (e.g., a 
tiny portion will not satisfy her desire). For this we would need a taxonomic reading of 
the mass term ‘fish’; but mass terms do not have such readings, Fara argues (e.g., 
‘Corinne has more coal than Coral does’).  
 
So yet another gambit would be needed… Fara considers Stanley’s idea that nouns (both 
count and mass) always come with a contextually determined restriction. (This, he 
claims, promises to give a pretty unified account of all context-sensitivity of semantic 
content.)  
 

So we would then find a reading of ‘Fiona wants fish for dinner’ as something like: Fiona 
wants fish [that’s enough to fill her up] for dinner.  
 

So perhaps that handles this case (and perhaps the original Fiona and Charlotte examples 
can be fit into this template too?).  
 

But again there will be examples that this strategy does not work for. E.g., ‘Winona 
wants to win the race’ (when she wants to win it fairly) or ‘Heidi wants to wear high 
heels’ (when she wants to wear them on her feet). Here the contribution of context would 
have to be to verbs rather than to nouns. The general strategy of trying to save the 
content-specification account starts to look less and less plausible, the more examples we 
consider, Fara concludes.  
 
(A slightly different way of arguing against the content-specification account might be 
this. If we are going to save the account in the case of (e.g.) ‘Winona wants to win the 
race’ then we are presumably going to have to find a reading of ‘Winona wins the race’ 
that is true iff she wins the race fairly (say). But surely there is no such reading. 
 
Or we don’t even need to go that far. For surely there are contexts in which the desire 
ascription is true (in virtue of a desire to win fairly) and ‘Winona will win the race’ is true 
(in virtue of her winning it unfairly).)  
 
3. Solving the Problem? 
 

It seems to me relatively natural to try to solve this sort of problem by giving an analysis 
of desire in terms of possible worlds (of some sort). Because one could say that in any 
given situation (or perhaps context?) only some worlds are relevant, and one would then 
hope that this would do the ‘additional specifying’ (as it were).  
 
So the thought would be that in a given situation, only some worlds will be relevant, and 
then ‘Fiona wants to catch a fish’ (e.g.) would be true as long as Fiona ‘wants’ (in some 
sense) the relevant worlds at which she catches a fish; where the idea would be that these 
do not include worlds at which she catches a tiny fish, or a dead fish, or…  
 
Thus one way of implementing this idea would be this. Fiona has a preference ranking of 
worlds. Then (in a given situation) she counts as wanting to catch a fish as long as her 
‘most preferred’ worlds are all worlds at which she catches a fish. (I.e., there is some 
point in her preference ranking beyond which all worlds are fish-catching worlds.)  
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Would this account solve Fara’s problem of underspecification? Not exactly as she states 
it: because she states it as the problem of explaining how the ascriptions in question can 
be true despite the fact that the subjects do not have desires whose contents are ‘precisely 
specified by the embedded clauses’. But, on this account, the subjects do have desires 
whose contents are so specified (at least in a sense). However, they have these desires in 
virtue of much more specific mental states (preferences between worlds) and so it no 
longer seems problematic that they have such ‘minimally specified’ desires (or so I 
would hope to argue).  
 
Elaborating further, one could perhaps say that S’s desire that p is satisfied iff the actual 
world is one of S’s ‘most preferred’ worlds (i.e., that make it the case that S has this 
desire). This would then make Fiona having a desire whose content is the proposition that 
she catch a fish even less problematic: because this desire would not be satisfied by Fiona 
catching any old fish.  
 
This must be too simple. But perhaps something in this ballpark is a viable strategy? 
 
However, Fara raises some problems for possible worlds account of desire (two, in fact). 
 
The first is the familiar ‘too coarse grained’ worry. I think that the correct response is to 
use a more expansive class of worlds; but I certainly don’t have a worked out theory here 
(although I’m not sure something pretty simple, like sets of Russellian propositions won’t 
work; i.e., all sets; but perhaps there is some problem with that approach).  
 
Fara’s second problem is this: people can have conflicting desires. E.g., the desire to be a 
dedicated poet vs the desire to be a dedicated pianist.  
 
This is a problem for an account which says that S desires that p iff p is true at all of the 
worlds compatible with S’s desires. But it is not so clearly a problem for the account that 
I have tried to sketch. One way of responding would be to say that these are true relative 
to different relevance sets, for example.  
 
In other cases might be more natural to say that the subject is in two minds about which 
worlds she prefers to others. Thus, I might say, ‘I want to go home but I also don’t want 
to go home’ (e.g.). Here it seems that ‘part of me’ wants one thing, while ‘part of me’ 
wants another. So perhaps I in some sense have two incompatible preference rankings, 
one of which makes one ascription true, while one makes the other true.  
 
So perhaps this approach has resources for at least starting to handle both cases of 
underspecification and also cases of conflict? 


