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LEWIS ON DESIRE AS BELIEF 
 
Starting point: agents assign values and credences to propositions (written V(A) and 
C(A), resp.). V(A) is always a real number; C(A) is always a non-negative real number. 
 
‘Limited entanglement’ (of values and credences; here A1, … are a partition of A): 
 

• V(A) = ΣiV(Ai)C(Ai|A) 
• C(A) = ΣiC(Ai) 

 
Humean view: any values can go with any credences. More precisely (given ‘limited 
entanglement’): any values for ‘point-propositions’ can go with any credences. Thus, 
point-values and point-credences are ‘loose and separate’.  
 

(Propositions are regarded as sets of maximally specific possibilities, i.e., possible 
worlds; point-propositions are singleton propositions.) 
 
One way for Humeanism (of this stripe) to be false would be for there to be ‘strong laws’, 
or de re necessities, relating different sorts of mental states. But another would be for folk 
psychology to dictate that there are certain ‘merely verbal’ necessities between the 
concept of belief and the concept of desire (say).  
 
A benefit of anti-Humeanism: objective ethics (Lewis claims). 
 

• ‘If there are some things we desire by necessity, we surely would want to say that these 
things were objectively desirable. Or if there were some propositions, belief or disbelief 
in which was necessarily connected with desire, some of them presumably would be true; 
then surely we would want to say that the true ones were the objective truth about ethical 
reality.’ (p. 307, ‘D as B II’) (Questions here?) 

 
1. Anti-Humeanism I 
 

First way to be an anti-Humean: desire by necessity. I.e., necessarily, and regardless of 
one’s credences, certain point-values must be high, and others must be low. Suppose (for 
simplicity) that the former have value 1, and the latter 0. Let G be the union of the 1-
valued point-propositions. Then (assuming C(A) > 0): 
 

• V(A) = C(G|A). 
 
2. Anti-Humeanism II 
 

Second way to be an anti-Humean: desires are contingent, but they are necessarily 
aligned with certain sorts of beliefs; ‘Desire as Belief’ (DAB). 
 

The basic idea: there is a certain function that sends a proposition A to another 
proposition Aº, such that, necessarily, for any credence distribution C, 
 

(DAB)  V(A) = C(Aº). 
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E.g., A might be thought of as the proposition that A is objectively desirable, or good. 
Thus, DAB says that, necessarily, one must desire A to exactly the degree to which one 
thinks that it is good.  
 
Lewis argues that this version of anti-Humeanism is ‘untenable’. (DAB) is equivalent to 
the following pair of equations: necessarily, for any A and C, 
 

(DACB) V(A) = C(Aº|A) 
(IND)  C(Aº|A) = C(Aº). 
 

To get (DACB) from (DAB): recall that (DAB) is supposed to hold for any credence 
distribution. Thus, consider the credence distribution that results from starting with C, 
and conditionalizing in A.  
 

(But why think that V(A) remains constant through this change? The thought seems to be 
that merely conditionalizing on A should not change point-values within A (because 
point-propositions are maximally specific, including with respect to what is good). But 
then, by ‘limited entanglement’, we get that V(A). More explicitly, let C' be the result of 
conditionalizing on A, let V' be the new value distribution, and let A1, … be all of the 
point-propositions within A. Then: 
 

 V'(A) = ΣiV'(Ai)C'(Ai|A) (by limited entanglement) 
           = ΣiV(Ai)C'(Ai|A) (by assumption that point-values don’t change) 
           = ΣiV(Ai)C(Ai|A) (since C'(Ai|A) = C'(Ai) = C(Ai|A)) 
           = V(A)   (by limited entanglement again).) 
 
The other entailment claims are trivial.  
 
(IND) then leads to contradiction (on its own). The argument for this is as follows. Take 
A and C such that C(A) and C(Aº|A) are both positive and less than 1. (If there are no 
such then the case is ‘trivial’, Lewis says.)  
 

Now, each of the following has positive credence: A ∧ Aº, A ∧ ¬Aº, ¬A ∧ Aº, ¬A ∧ ¬Aº. 
(A ∧ Aº? Because C(Aº|A) is positive. A ∧ ¬Aº? Because C(Aº|A) < 1. ¬A ∧ Aº? 
Because C(A) < 1 and C(Aº) = C(Aº|A) (by (IND)). ¬A ∧ ¬Aº? Because otherwise C(Aº) 
> C(Aº|A), contradicting (IND).) 
 

But then (Lewis argues) we can make (IND) go from true to false by conditionalizing on 
A ∨ Aº: since then C(Aº) will increase, but C(Aº|A) will stay the same, which contradicts 
(IND).  
 
3. Anti-Humeanism III 
 

What about giving up (DAB) but holding onto (DACB)? (Defended by Price.) 
 

This, Lewis argues, is really desire by necessity in disguise. The argument for this is as 
follows. 
 

Initial Lemma. If C(AB) > 0, then C(Aº|AB) = V(AB) = C(Bº|AB).  
 

Upward Lemma. If A ≠ Ø and I is the necessary proposition, then (Aº ∧ A) = (Iº ∧ A).  
 

Downward Lemma. Let W be a point-proposition. Then V(W) = 1 if W ⊆ Iº, and V(W) 
= 0 otherwise.  
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So, on this view, we necessarily desire precisely the worlds that are included in Iº.  
 

How bad a result is this for the anti-Humean? (And how surprising is it?) 


