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THE PSYCHOLOGY OF WILLING

Desiring to desire more the willing the change, I desire to come
to think more of what would happen if I willed that movement,
since I think that if I do I shall strengthen my desire to will that
movement; and thinking thus I shall think more fully of what I
shall gain if I do come to will this change-thinking that if I do I
shall increase my desire to will the change-so that it comes about
that I will the thinking of what I shall gain if I do will that move-
ment; this really, of course, being an act of will. If, then, I do come
to will the change X, there has been beforehand my willing to
think more of what I shall gain if I will it, this causing an increase
of my desire to will that change. There will then have been two
acts of will: first, a willing to think more of what I shall gain if I
will X-this due to the desire to will X-and second, a willing the
change X.

l l

ACTING, WILLING, DESIRING

,-I-HE question 'What is acting or doing something?' seems at
I f irst unreal, i.e. a question to which we already know the

answer. For it looks as though everyone knows what doing somc-
thing is and would be ready to offer instances. No one, for instance,
would hesitate to say to another 'You ought to go to bed', on the
ground that neither he nor the other knows the kind of thing
meant by 'going to bed'. Yet, when we consider instances that
would be offered, we do not find it easy to state the common
character which we think they had which led us to call them
actions.

If, as a preliminary, we look for help to the psychologists, from
whom we naturally expect to get it, we find we fail. We find plenty
of talk about reflex actions, ideo-motor actions, instinctive actions,
and so on, but no discussion of what actions are. Instead, they seem
to take for granted that our actions are physical processes taking
place within our body, which they certainly are not.

We should at first say that to do something is to originate or to
bring into existence, i.e., really, to cause, some not yet existing state
either of ourselves or of someone else, or, again, of some body.
But, for clearness'. sake, we should go on to distinguish those
actions in doing which we originated some new state directly from
those in which we did this only indirectly, i.e. by originating
directly some other state, by originating which we indirectly
originated the final state. As instances of the former we might give
movingpr turning our head, and as instances of the latter, curing
our toothache by swallowing aspirin, and killing another by press-
ing a switch which exploded a charge underneath him. If chal-
Ienged, however, we should have to allow that even in instances of
the former kind we did not originate directly what the instances
suggest that we did, since what we did originate directly must have
been some new state or states of our nerve-cells, of the nature of
which we are ignorant. We should, however, insist that in doing
any action we must have originated something directly, since other-
'wise we could not originate anything indirectlv.

The view that to act is to originate something was maintained
N

,f

$s
lfry

("



I8B ACTING, WILLING, DESIRING

by Cook Wilson' in a paper on Means and End. In the course of
this paper he also maintained (r) that an action required the
desire to do it, and (z) that it is important to avoid the mistake of
thinking that the origination of something X is the willing of X,
apparently on the ground that if it were, Xwould exist as soon as
we wil lcd it, and yet it usually does not. He also appeared to hold
that the origination of X, though not identical with willing the
origination, required it, so that when I originated a movement of
my hand, this required as an antecedent my willing this origina-
tion, and this willing in turn required the desiring to originate the
movement.

According to Cook Wilson, then, in considering an action we
have to distinguish three things: first, the action itself, the origina-
ting something; second, the required willing to originate this; and
third, the required desire to originate this. And according to him
what we will and what we desire are the same, viz. the action.

Professor Macmurray, in a Symposiumr on 'What is action?',
takes substantially the same view of what an action is. He says:
'An action is not the concomitance'of an intention in the mind and
an occurrence in the physical world : it is the producing of the occur-
rence by the Self, the making of a change in the external world, the
doing of a deed. No process which terminates in the mind, such as
forming an intention, deciding to act, or willing, is either an
action or a component of action.' But he goes on to add: 'In
certain circumstances such a mental event or process may be
followed necessari[t by action.'

Now, so far as I can see, this account of what an action is,
though plausible and having as a truth underlying it that usually
in acting we do cause something, is not tenable.

Unquestionably the thing meant by 'an action' is an activity.
This is so whether we speak of a man's action in moving his hand,
or of a body's action such as that of the heart in pumping the
blood, or that of one electron in repelling another. But though we
think that some man in moving his hand, or that the sun in
attracting the earth, causes a certain movement, we do not think
that the man's or the sun's activity zs or consists ea causing the
movement. And if we ask ourselves: 'Is there such an activity as
originating or causing a change in something else?', we have to

/nswer that there is not. To say this, of course, is not to say that

\re rs no such thing as causing something, but only to say that
t Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volume XVII (rg38).
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though the causing a change may require an activity, it is not itself
an activity. If we then ask: 'What is the kind of activity required
when one body causes another to move?', we have to answer that
we do not know, and that when we speak of a force of attraction or
of repulsion we are only expressing our knowledge that there is
some activity at work, while being ignorant of what the kind of
activity is. In the case, however, of a man, i.e., really, of a man's
mind, the matter is different. When, e.g., we think of ourselves as
having moved our hand, we are thinking of ourselves as having
performed an activity of a certain kind, and, it almost goes without
saying, a mental activity of a certain kind, an activity of whose
nature we were dimly aware in doing the action and of which
we can become more clearly aware by reflecting on it. And that
we are aware of its special nature is shown by our unhesitatingly
distinguishing it from other special mental activities such as
thinking, wondering, and imagining. If we ask 'What is the word
used for this special kind of activity?'the answer, it seems, has to
be 'willing'. (I now think I was mistaken in suggesting that the
phrase in use for it is 'setting oneself to cause'.) We also have to
admit that while we know the general character of that to which
we refer when we use the word 'willing', this character is -rui
generis and so incapable of being defined, i.e. of having its nature
expressed in terms of the nature of other things. Even Hume
virtually admits this when he says: 'By the wil l, lmeannothingbut
the internal impression we feel and are conscious of, when ue knouingl2
giue rise to an2 new mltizn of our bod2 or new perception of our
minf,t and then goes on to add that the impression is impossible
to define. Though, however, the activity of willing is indefina-
ble, we can distinguish it from a number of things which it is
not. Thus obviously, as Locke insisted, willing is different from
desiring, and again, wil l ing is not, as some psychologists would
have it, a species of something called conation of which desiring
is another species. There is no such genus. Again, it is not, as
Green in onc passage2 implies, a species of desiring which is
desiring in another sense than that ordinary sense in which we are
said to desire while hesitating to act.

In addition, plainly, willing is not resolving, nor attending to a
difficult object, as James holds, nor for that matter attending to
anything, nor, again, consenting to the reality of what is attended
to, as James also maintains, nor, indeed, consenting to anything,
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nor, once more, identifying ourself with some object of desire, as
Green asserts in another passage.I

Consequently, there seems to be no resisting the conclusion that
where we think of ourselves or of another as having done a certain
action, the kind of activity of which we are thinking is that of
willing (thougli we should have to add tliat we are thinking of our
particular act of wil l ing as having been the doing of the action in
question, only because we think it caused a certain change), and
that when we refer to some instance'of this activity, such as our
having moved our finger or given some friend a headache, we refer
to it thus not because we think it was, or consisted in, the causing
our finger to move or our friend's head to ache, but because we
think it had a certain change ofstate as an effect.

If, as it seems we must, we accept this conclusion, that to act is
really. to will something, we then become faced by the question:
'What sort of thing is it that we will?'

Those who, like Cook Wilson, distinguish between acting and
willing, answer that what we will is an action, which according to
him is the originating some change. Thus Green says: 'To will an
event' (i.e. presumably some change) 'as distinguished from an act
is a contradiction.' And by this he seems to mean that, for instance,
in the case which he takes of our paying a debt, what we will is the
paying of our debt and not our creditor's coming into possession of
what we owe him. Again, James and Stout, though they do not
consider the question, show by their instances that they take for
granted that what we wil l is an action. Thus James says: 'I wil l to
write, and the act follows. I will to sneeze and it does not.'z And
Stout illustrates a volition by a man's willing to produce an ex-
plosion by applying a lighted match to gunpowder.3 But, unfor-
tunately, James speaks of what he has referred to as, the act of
writing which I will, as certain physiological movements, and
similarly Stout speaks of,, the production of an explosion which I
will, as certain bodily movements. And, of course, the bodily move-
ments to lvhich they are referring are not actions, though they
may be the effects of actions. Plainly, then, both are only doing lip-
service to the idea that what we will is an action. And James, at
least, drops doing even this. For immediately after making the
,Staterfient just quoted, viz. 'l will to write, and the act follows. I
qi! to sneeze and it does not', he adds: 'I will that the distant

I Frolcgomenn, $ t46,
r Stout, Manual oJ Pgtcholog2, iv, p. 64t.
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table slide over the floor towards me; it also does not.' Yet no one
would say that the sliding of the table, as distinct from my sliding
it, was an action,

In this connexion it is well for clearness' sake to bear two things
in mind. The first is that some transitive verbs used for particular
actions are also used intransitively. Thus one not only speaks of
turning one's head but also says that one's head turned. And the
second is that, while the phrase 'turning one's head' stands for an
action and so for an activity of one's mind, yet when I say 'my
head turned' I am speaking simply of a movement of my head
which is a change of place and not an action. The difference is
made clear by considering what is plainly a mistake made by
Professor Macmurray. He says that the term 'action' is ambiguous.
He says: 'It may refer either to what is done or to the doing of it.
It maymean either "doing" or "deed". When we talk of "an action"
we are normally referring to what is done. . . . To act is to effect a
change in the external world. The deed is the change so effected.'
And he emphasizes what he considers the ambiguity in order to
indicate that it is doings and not deeds that he is considering.
Obviously, however, there is no ambiguity whatever. When I
move my hand, the movement of my hand, though an effect of my
action, is not itself an action, and no one who considered the
matter would say it was, any more than he would say that the
death of Caesar, as distinct from his murder, was an action or
even part of an action.

liis difference between, e.S., my moving my hand and a move-
ment of my hand, is one whichJames and Stout seem to ignore, as
becomes obvious when James speaks of the sliding of a table as,
like writing, an action. We find the same thing, too, in Locke. For
though, e.g., he says that 'we find by experience, that, barely by
willing it, we can move the parts of our bodies',r yet in contrasting
a human with a physical action he implies that what we will is a
movement of our body. Probably, if pressed, he would have said
that, strictly speaking, what we will is a movement and so not an
action. In addition, James and Stout seem to treat the distinction
between an act of willing, or, as they prefer to call it, a volition,
and what is willed, as if it were the same as the distinction between
an act of willing and its effect, although they are totally different.

It should be clear from what I have just said that those who
hold that what we will is an action must, to be successful, mean

t Locke, Essajt, i. 2I, $ 4.

2 
James, Psychologlt, ii, p. 56o.
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by an action something which really is an action. They may, of
course, maintain that what we will is a physical process, such as
a movement of my hand, but if they do they are really denying
that what we will is an action.

It should also, now be clear that if we face the question 'What
sort of thing do we will?', we have only two ansrvers to consider:
(r) that it is some change ofstate ofsome thing or person; and (z)
that it is an action. If, however, we are forced to conclude, as we
have been, that doing something is an act of willing, we seem
forced to exclude the second answer, simply on the gr-ound that if
it were true, then whenever we think of ourselves as having done
some action, we must be thinking of ourselves as having willed
some action, i.e. as having willed the willing of some change X;
and to think this seems impossible. By the very nature of willing,
it seems, what we will must be something other than willing, so
that to will the willing of a change X must be an impossibility.
And if we even try to deny this, we find ourselves forced to admit
that the willing of X, which (we are contending) is what we will,
must in turn really be the willing the willing of something else,
and so on, and thus become involved in an infinite regress. It is
true that Cook Wilson, in a long unpublished discussion, tried to
vindicate the analogous idea that in certain limiting cases, viz.
those in which the desire moving us is not the desire of some
qhange but the desire to cause it ourselves, as happens in playing
golf or patience, what we originate is identical with our origination
of something. But he never seems to me to succeed in meeting the
objection that this identity must be impossible. Similarly, it seems
to me, it is impossible for there to be a case in which the willing
the willing of X is identical with willing X.

We are thus left with the conclusion that where we think we
have done some action, e.g. have raised our arm or written a word,
what we willed was some change, e.g. some movement of our arm
or some movement of ink to a certain place on a piece of paper in
front of us. But we have to.bear in mind that the change which we
willed may not have been the same as the change we think we
effected. Thus, where I willed some movement of my second finger,
I may at least afterwards think that the change I effected was a
movement of my first finger, and, only too often, where I willed the
existence of a certain word on a piece of paper, I afterwards find
that what I caused was a different word. Again, in two cases of the
act we call trying to thread a needle, what I willed may have been

ACTING, WILLING, DESIRING tgg

the same, though the changes I afterwards think I eflected were
very different, being in the one case the thread's going through the
needle and in the other its passing well outside it.

Suppose now that it be allowed that so far I have been right.
Then the following admissions must be made:

r. An action, i.e. a human action, instead of being the originat-
ing or causing of some change, is an activity of willing some
change, this usually causing some change, and in some cases
a physical change, its doing or not doing this depending on
the physical conditions of which the agent is largely ignorant.

e. Sometimes, however, we have performed such an activity
without, at arry rate so far as we know, having caused any
physical change. This has happened when, e.9., we willed a
movement of our hand, at a time when it was either para-
lysed or numb wilh cold, whether we knew this or not. No
doubt in such cases our activity would not ordinarily be
called an action. but it is of the same sort as what we

- ordinarily call and think of as an action.

3. There is no reason to limit the change which it is possible to
will to a movement of some part of our body, since, as James
says in effect, we can just as much will the sliding of a table
towards us as a movement of our hand towards our head.
Indeed, we may, in fact, will this in order to convince our-
selves or someone else that by doing so we shall not cause the
table to slide. And it looks as though we sometimes will such
things in ordinary life, as when in watching a football match
we want some player's speed to increase, and will it to in-
crease.

4. Where we have willed some movement of our body and
think we have caused it, we cannot have directly caused it.
For what we directly caused, if anything, must have been
some change in our brain.

5. Where we think that by willing some change we effected
some change in the physical world, we are implying the idea
that in doing so, we are butting into, or interfering with, thc
physical system, just as we think of an approaching comet as
effecting a breach in the order of the solar system, so long as
we do not regard the comet as part of the system. This idea
is, of course, inconsistent with our belief in the uniformity
of nature unless we include in nature minds as well as bodies:
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and in any case it is inconsistent with our belief in the con-
servation of energy. But so long as we think, as we do, that
at any rate on some occasions we really effect something in
the physical world, we must admit this. And if we knew that
such effecting was impossible, we should give up acting.

We have now to face another question, viz. 'Does acting require
a desire, and if it does, the desire of what?'

It is at least very difficult to avoid Aristotle's conclusion that
acting requires a desire, if only for the reason he gives, viz. that
6td.vo,,a afr oi02v rcwee . It seems that, as Locke maintained, if we
never desired something we should never do anything. But what
is the desire required ?

Here only one or other of two answers seems possible, viz. (r)
that it is a desire of the change Xwhich we will, and (z) that it is
a desire of the willing of X. And when we try, we do not find it easy
to decide between them. For on the one hand, the desire required
seems to have to be the desire of X, on the ground that, if we are
to will X, we must desire X. And on the other hand, it seems that it
must be the desire to will X, since unless we desired to will X we
could not will X. Indeed, just for this reason Plato seems to have
gone too far in the Gorgias when he maintained that in acting we
never desire to do what we do, but only that for the sake of which
we do it. For, if acting is willing, it seems that the desire required
must be a desire of the willing, even though the desire be a de-
pendent desire, i.e. a desire depending on the desire of something
else for its own sake, viz. that for the sake of which we do thi
action. And Plato's mistake seems to have been that of restricting
desiring to desiring something for its own sake.
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require the desire of X, though it will require the thought of X, as

being something involved in the thought of willing X. It should,
however, be noted that in the case of the latter alternative, the

desire of Xmay in some cases be required indirectly as a condition
of our desiring the willing of X.

To repeat here for clearness' sake what is central-if the desire
required is the desire of X, the willing of X will not require either
the desire of the willing.of X or even the thought of willing X,
while, if the desire required is the desire of willing X, the willing
of X will not require the desire of X, though it will require the
thought of X.

On consideration, however, we have to reject the idea that the
desire required is the desire of X, on three grounds. First, if it were
true, we should always will any change which we desired to
happen, such as the sliding of the table, whether or not we thought
that if we were to will it to happen we should thereby cause it to
happen; and obviously we do not. Second, we occasionally will a
chdllge to happen without any desire for it to happen. This must
occur, e.g., if a man ever does an act moved solely by the desire for
revenge, willing, say, the movement of a switch which he is con-
fident will result in the death of another, not from any desire for
his death but solely from the desire to cause it by willing the
movement. And even if there are no acts animated solely by the
desire for revengc, there are certainly actions approximating to
this. At all events, in the case of playing a game the desire at rvork
must be not the desire of some change but the desire to cause it.
A putter at golf, e.g., has no desire for. the ball to fall into the hole;
he only desires to cause it to fall in. This contention is, I think, not
met by maintaining, as Cook Wilson in fact does, that the player
desires the falling into the hole as caused by his action, and so
desires the falling as part of, or an element in, his action. Its falling
is neither a part of, nor an element in, his action; bt best it is only
an effect of it. And the player could only be said to desire the fall-
ing if, as he does not, he desired it to happen irrespectively of what
would cause it to happen. And in this connexion it may be added
that if the desire required were the desire of X, it would be impos-
sible to do any act as one which we think would or might fulfil some
obligation, since sr hypothesi the desire required will be a desire for
a change X and not a desire to will a change X. Then, third, there
is a consideration which comes to light if we consider more closely
rvhat it is that we will in certain cases, and more especially in those
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in which we describe an action as one of trying to do so and so.
Suppose, e.g., I have done what we describe as having tried to
jump a ditch, and so imply that beforehand I was doubtful of
success. Obviously I did not will a movement of my body which I
was sure would land me, say, two clear yards on the other side,
since if I had thought of willing this I should have realized that
willing this would not result in my getting across. I willed that
movement the willing of which, if I were to will it, I thought the
most likely of all the willings of movements in my power to result
in my landing on the farther bank. And in this connexion it seems
worth noting that what we call trying to do something is as much
doing something as what we ordinarily call doing something,
although the word 'trying' suggests that it is not. It is the willing
a change described in the way in which I have just described what
I wil led in trying to jump a ditch.

It therefore seems that the desire required must be the desire of
the willing of a certain change X. Yet this conclusion is exposed to
two objections. The first is that if it were true, it would be im-
possible to will something X for the first time. For in this context
we mean by a desire to will X a desire we can only have in conse-
quence of thinking that if we were to will X, our doing so would
be likely to cause something else, and ultimately something which
we desire for its own sake. But we cannot desire to will something
X, unless we at least have a conjecture that if we were to will X,
our willing Xmight cause some change which we desire for its own
sake. And this conjecture requires the thought that on some pre-
vious occasion we have willed X and thence concluded from what
we think followed this willing of X that it may have caused some-
thing else Y. Yet ex hypothesi we cannot have willed Xon this previous
occasion from the desire to will { since then we had no idea of
what willing X might cause. James expresses what is really this
objection, though in a misleading way, when he says: 'If, in volun-
taryaction properly so-called' (i.e. in what is really an action),'the
act must be foreseen, it follows that no creature not endowed with
divinatory power can perform an act voluntarily for the first time.'I
The statement as it stands is, of course, absurd, because no one
before acting knows what his act will be, or even that he will act.
But it can be taken as an inaccurate way of expressing the thought
that an act of will requires an idea of something which we may
cause if we perform the act.

I James, Ps2chologlt,i, p. 487.
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To this objection I have to confess that I cannot see an answcr.
Yet I think that there must be an answer, since, however it has
come about, for us as we are now an act of will does seem to require
the desire of it, and so some idea of something which it might
effect. I need hardly add that it is no answer to maintain that the
desire immediately required by willing something X is in some
cases the desire of X, and in others the desire of willing X.

The second objection is one which seems to me, though insidious,
an objection which can be met. It can be stated thus: 'It is all
very well to say that the desire immediately presupposed by willing
X is the desire to will X. But to say this is not enough. For we often
desire to wil l X, and yet do not, as when we hesitate to get out of
bed or out of a warm bath, and when this is so, obviously some-
thing else is requircd, and this something can only be the wil l ing
to wil l X, so that after all there must bc such a thing as wil l ing to
will. '  But to this the reply seems clear. Though it is possible to
deshe to desire, as when I desire to desire the welfare of my
country more than I do, it is impossible to wil l to wil l, for the
reason already given. And where we hesitate to will { what is
required is not the wil l ing to wil l X but cither a certain increase
in our desire to will X or a decrease in our aversion to doing so.
Certainly, too, we often act on this idea, hoping, e.S., that by
making ourselves think of the coldness of our breakfast if we stay
in bed we shall reach a state of desire in which we shall will certain
movements of our body. And sometimes we succeed, and when
we do, we sometimes, as James puts it, suddenly find that we
have got up, the explanation of our surprise apparently being
that we, having been absorbed in the process of trying to stimu-
late our desire to get up, have not reflected on our state of desire
and so have not noticed its increase.

There is also to be noticed in this connexion a mistake into
which we are apt to fall which leads us to think that there must be
such a.thing as wil l ing to wil l. lVe of course frequently want
certain changes to happen and also want to will certain changes.
But we are apt not to notice that the objects of these desires differ
in respect of the conditions of their realization, and in consequence
to carry the account of the process of deliberation described by
Aristotle one step too far-as Aristotle did not. According to him,
when we want the happening of something Z which is not an
action of ours and which we think we cannot cause directly, we
often look for something else Y from the happening of which the
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.OUGHT'

eupposE 'I ought to will cr' means 'my willing d ought to exist'.
r.) Then the only true statement would have to be: 'If I were to
will a certain change d, Dy willing a would be something that
ought to exist.'

For this statement to be true, it would have to be true either that
if I were to will cl my willing c would itself be something good, or
that if I were to will o my willing cv would be something which
would cause somcthing good and would therefore be something
which ought to exist.

II, therefore, I were to know that if I were to will c, my willing a
*oul?f bc something which ought to exist, I should have to know
either (r) that wil l ing cr would be itself good, and that what would
be good would be something which ought to exist, or (z) that
wil l ing c would be something which would cause a thing p, that B
would be itself good and therefore ought to exist, and that what
would cause something which ought to exist would itself be some-
thing which ought to exist.

Accept alternative (z). And suppose that I know that if I wil led
d, ffiy willing a would be something which ought to exist as
causing something p which ought to exist. Suppose that then I ask
myself 'How is it to come about that I wil l c?', i.e. 'What would
have to happen from the happening of which it would follow that
I wil led c?'What is the answer?'My desiring the wil l ing of a as
being something which ought to exist.'

But why is not the answer 'My desiring the willing of a, for any
reason', and so desiring c( even if I did not know that willing c
would be something which should exist? Of course, if the thought
that willing a certain thing a would be something which should
exist necessarily aroused the desire to will a, and if the desire to will
a certain something necessarily led to my willing it, then knowing
that I knew that willing d ought to exist would enable me to know
that I shall in fact will cr, since I should know that if I am to will c,
all that is required is a desire to will cr, and that I shall have this
desire .

Substitute for knowing that if I were to will c, my willing a would


