
AI-04512 Understanding Unclear 
Desires
Is it possible for a human not to know what we want? What is concept or paradox called? 

Explain, list the pillars, list 22 examples
What it means? Deep dive and provide the psychological pillars.
Describe how a person typically thinks, behaves, and makes decisions.
Provide 22 concrete examples demonstrating these traits in real-life situations.
Then create a 22-point guidelines from the discussion.

Here is my take: Yes, it is entirely normal for humans to not know what they truly want. In fact, it is 
a fundamental feature of human cognition.

This phenomenon is captured by two distinct terms depending on whether you focus on the paradox of 
desire or the psychological breakdown behind it.

1. Mimetic Desire (The Paradox of Desire): Formulated by French polymath René Girard, this theory 
posits that human beings do not know what to desire on their own. Instead, we borrow our desires 
from others (models), blindly copying what they value without realizing we are doing so.

2. Preference Indeterminacy / Affective Forecasting Failure (The Psychological Breakdown): 
Psychologists and behavioral economists refer to this as the inability to construct stable internal 
preferences or accurately predict what will make us happy in the future.

Below is a deep dive into what this means, the psychological pillars that drive it, how humans think and 
make decisions under its influence, 22 real-life examples, and a 22-point actionable guide to navigating 
it.

What It Means: The Core Concept
When you "don't know what you want," your brain isn't broken—it's simply operating under incomplete 
internal data.

Unlike physiological needs (like hunger, thirst, or warmth), psychological desires have no built-in 
biological compass. You know when your body needs water, but your brain has no native hardware 
telling you whether you should pursue law school, move to another country, buy a specific car, or stick 
to a specific career path.

Because desire lacks an intrinsic directional compass, the human brain relies on constructed 
preferences. Instead of reaching inside to find a pre-existing "truth" about what we want, the brain 
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constructs a preference on the spot using external cues, social feedback, and past memories.

The Psychological Pillars
Why does this happen? Six main psychological pillars explain why human desires are so ambiguous and 
easily manipulated:

+-------------------------------------------------------------------+

|                   THE 6 PSYCHOLOGICAL PILLARS                     |

+-------------------------------------------------------------------+

| 1. Mimetic Triangulation   ---> Borrowing desires from social models|

| 2. Affective Forecasting   ---> Mispredicting future emotional states|

| 3. Paradox of Choice       ---> Paralysis and regret from options |

| 4. Hedonic Adaptation      ---> The shifting goalpost of happiness |

| 5. Cognitive Dissonance    ---> Rationalizing unwanted choices    |

| 6. Introspection Illusion  ---> Inventing reasons for unknown motives|

+-------------------------------------------------------------------+

1. Mimetic Triangulation (Girardian Dynamics)
We rarely desire an object for the object itself. Instead, desire is triangular: Subject $\rightarrow$ 
Model $\rightarrow$ Object. You want the object because you believe obtaining it will make you like 
the model who possesses it. Because this process is subconscious, you falsely believe the desire was 
entirely your own.

2. Affective Forecasting Failure
Pioneered by Daniel Gilbert and Timothy Wilson, this pillar demonstrates that humans are systematically 
terrible at predicting two things about their future feelings: intensity and duration. We overestimate 
how happy a dream job will make us and overestimate how devastating a setback will feel.

3. The Paradox of Choice
Coined by Barry Schwartz, this principle states that while some choice is good, an abundance of choices 
leads to decision paralysis, elevated expectations, and perpetual self-doubt. When given too many 
paths, you lose clarity on which path you actually want.

4. Hedonic Adaptation (The Treadmill)
Humans quickly return to a baseline level of happiness regardless of positive or negative events. Once a 
desired goal is achieved, the brain normalizes it, erasing the anticipated satisfaction and leaving an 
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immediate vacuum where "wanting" resumes.

5. Post-Decision Cognitive Dissonance
When we don't know what we want, we often make an arbitrary choice and let our brain do the rest of 
the work. Leon Festinger’s theory shows that after making a choice, the brain retroactively alters our 
beliefs to convince us that what we chose was what we wanted all along.

6. The Introspection Illusion
When asked why we want something, we construct plausible-sounding narratives rather than accessing 
true underlying motivations. Nisbett and Wilson famously proved that people frequently have no 
conscious access to their own cognitive processes, yet speak with total conviction about their motives.

How a Person Thinks, Behaves, and Makes Decisions
When someone is trapped in the state of not knowing what they want, their cognitive and behavioral 
patterns typically exhibit specific signatures:

Thinking Patterns
Outsourced Benchmarking: Continually scanning peers, rivals, or media to establish what 
"success" or "satisfaction" should look like.
Counterfactual Rumination: Constantly asking "What if?" regarding unchosen options, creating an 
illusion that the unchosen path held the true secret to fulfillment.
Narrative Over-Engineering: Crafting complex rationales for why a goal is important, masking the 
reality that the goal was selected purely out of social expectation.

Behavioral Patterns
Threshold Stalling: Delaying commitments until the last possible minute to keep option value 
open as long as possible.
Serial Goal-Switching: Rapidly moving from one obsession to another (e.g., hobby, career, lifestyle 
trend) as soon as the initial novel high wears off.
Vicarious Consumption: Living through the achievements, lives, or experiences of others to test-
drive desires without committing personal risk.

Decision-Making Style
Default-Path Drift: When faced with ambiguity, defaulting to the path of least resistance or 
highest social prestige (e.g., taking a promotion simply because it was offered, not because the 
work is desired).
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Copycat Execution: Making decisions based on what a mentor, peer, or cultural figure would do 
rather than assessing personal fit.
Post-Choice Sunk-Cost Traps: Over-investing in a choice simply to avoid admitting that the 
original desire was misplaced.

22 Concrete Real-Life Examples
1. The Phantom Promotion: An engineer works relentlessly for three years to become a manager, 

only to realize on day one that they despise administrative meetings and loved technical problem-
solving.

2. The "Bucket List" Destination: Traveling to an overhyped tourist landmark (e.g., the Mona Lisa or 
Positano) and feeling complete apathy while taking a photo solely to satisfy an imported 
expectation.

3. The Executive Career Drift: Enrolling in law or business school not out of passion for the subject, 
but because it was the standard high-achievement default path for ambitious graduates.

4. The Post-Purchase Vacuum: Saving for months to buy a high-end luxury watch, feeling a brief 
spike of gratification at the counter, and feeling entirely indifferent about it 48 hours later.

5. Restaurant Menu Paralysis: Staring at a 10-page menu for 15 minutes, ordering what someone 
else at the table got, and feeling immediate regret when the food arrives.

6. The Phantom Hobby: Buying $2,000 worth of specialized espresso gear after watching curated 
coffee videos online, using it four times, and returning to a simple daily routine.

7. The Sunk-Cost Relationship: Staying in an unfulfilling long-term relationship because ending it 
requires admitting you don't actually want the future you spent years planning.

8. The Social Media Home Renovation: Knocking down perfectly functional walls for an open-
concept kitchen layout because every home improvement show presents it as essential for 
happiness.

9. The Hedonic Gym Membership: Signing up for an elite, high-end gym on January 1st believing it 
will unlock a new identity, only to stop going by February because the underlying lifestyle shift was 
never desired.

10. The Impulsive Career Pivot: Quitting a stable corporate job to launch a boutique consulting firm, 
only to discover you hate client acquisition and preferred structured stability.

11. The Phantom Degree: Completing a master's degree in a specialized field because "it felt like the 
next logical step," only to never enter that industry.

12. The Prestige Car Trap: Buying a high-performance sports car to feel accomplished, only to realize 
you hate the harsh suspension, expensive maintenance, and high insurance bills.

13. The Unread Classics Library: Filling a bookshelf with dense classical literature to feel well-read, 
while consistently choosing light fiction or documentaries in practice.
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14. The Perpetual App Hopper: Constantly switching productivity platforms (Notion, Obsidian, 
Todoist) looking for the "perfect system," confusing the setup process with actual output.

15. The Retain-and-Regret Relocation: Moving to a bustling major city for "endless opportunities," 
only to spend almost all your free time inside your apartment wishing for quiet space.

16. The Competitive Home Purchase: Entering a bidding war and overpaying for a large suburban 
house just to defeat rival buyers, then realizing you hate lawn care and long commutes.

17. The Phantom Startup: Launching a venture because tech culture glorifies founder status, only to 
realize you dislike uncertainty, risk, and constant pitching.

18. The Impulsive Gear Upgrade: Upgrading to top-tier camera gear believing it will spark a creative 
renaissance, only to discover creative drive has nothing to do with hardware specs.

19. The Echo-Chamber Investment: Buying into a volatile speculative asset because everyone in an 
online community is celebrating it, having no personal thesis for holding it.

20. The Social Vow: Planning a massive, expensive wedding to satisfy family expectations and social 
norms, rather than what you and your partner actually wanted.

21. The Synthetic Retirement Panic: Worrying intensely about missing out on a specific lifestyle seen 
in commercials, only to realize your actual day-to-day needs are remarkably simple.

22. The Endless Streaming Scroll: Spending 45 minutes browsing streaming options looking for the 
"perfect" movie to watch, only to give up and turn off the TV without watching anything.

22-Point Actionable Guidelines

+-------------------------------------------------------------------+

|               22-POINT FRAMEWORK FOR CLARIFYING DESIRE            |

+-------------------------------------------------------------------+

|  1. Audit Your Models            12. Decouple Prestige            |

|  2. Test via Small Experiments   13. Establish Hard Limits        |

|  3. Run Inversion Exercises      14. Disconnect Metrics           |

|  4. Track Emotional Baselines    15. Practice Delayed Action      |

|  5. Eliminate Phantom Choices    16. Identify Internal Baselines  |

|  6. Beware High-Prestige Traps   17. Separate Means from Ends     |

|  7. Separate Object from State   18. Evaluate Sunk Costs Neutrally|

|  8. Practice Low-Cost Reversal   19. Map Your Energy, Not Mood    |

|  9. Conduct Post-Mortems         20. Accept Preference Fluctuations|

| 10. Limit Social Benchmarking    21. Build Decision Heuristics    |

| 11. Normalize Default Drift      22. Focus on Action over Clarity |

+-------------------------------------------------------------------+
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1. Audit Your Models: Identify who you are imitating. Ask: "Who taught me to value this specific 
outcome, and do I actually want their day-to-day life?"

2. Test via Small Experiments: Never commit to major lifestyle shifts based on raw desire alone. 
Rent, shadow, or simulate the experience on a small scale first.

3. Run Inversion Exercises: Instead of asking what you want, list what you explicitly do not want. 
Avoiding anti-goals is far easier than defining ideal ones.

4. Track Emotional Baselines: Keep a brief log of activities that consistently generate energy versus 
those that drain it. Real preferences leave operational footprints, not theoretical ones.

5. Eliminate Phantom Choices: Reduce unnecessary routine options to protect cognitive energy for 
complex decisions.

6. Beware High-Prestige Traps: If a goal's primary appeal is how impressive it sounds when 
explained to strangers, it is almost certainly an imported desire.

7. Separate the Object from the State: Clarify whether you want the physical thing/status itself, or 
merely the emotional state (e.g., relief, security, respect) you think it provides.

8. Practice Low-Cost Reversibility: Structure decisions so that changing your mind carries minimal 
financial, professional, or social friction.

9. Conduct Desire Post-Mortems: When an achieved goal yields zero satisfaction, analyze why the 
initial prediction failed so you don't repeat the error.

10. Limit Social Benchmarking: Curate your immediate inputs. Reduce exposure to environments 
designed to trigger comparison-driven envy.

11. Normalize Default Drift: Recognize that defaulting to path-of-least-resistance choices is human 
nature; don't judge yourself for it, simply course-correct.

12. Decouple Prestige from Value: Measure outcomes by their functional utility and personal fit, 
never by their status marker in a social hierarchy.

13. Establish Hard Choice Limits: Give yourself strict constraints (e.g., limit options to 3, set a 10-
minute timer for low-stakes decisions) to bypass choice paralysis.

14. Disconnect Metrics from Fulfillment: Quantitative progress (more money, higher numbers, 
bigger titles) easily disguises a lack of qualitative satisfaction.

15. Practice Delayed Action: Impose a mandatory waiting period (e.g., 30 days for major purchases or 
pivots) to let transient mimetic spikes cool off.

16. Identify Your Internal Baselines: Know your personal minimum requirements for peace, comfort, 
and routine so you don't pursue excess out of habit.

17. Separate Means from Ends: Ensure the goal you are pursuing is an actual end state, not just an 
intermediate tool you've mistaken for the destination.

18. Evaluate Sunk Costs Neutrally: Treat past time, money, and effort as spent resources. Judge 
current choices strictly on future utility.
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19. Map Your Energy, Not Your Mood: Feelings fluctuate rapidly, but steady physical and mental 
focus rarely lies. Follow engagement over excitement.

20. Accept Preference Fluctuations: Understand that preferences naturally change across life stages. 
Letting go of an old desire is a sign of evolution, not failure.

21. Build Decision Heuristics: Establish simple, rule-based principles for recurring choices to avoid re-
evaluating your desires from scratch every time.

22. Focus on Action over Clarity: Do not wait for absolute certainty about what you want before 
taking action. Clarity is generated through engagement, not isolated thought.
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