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Philosophical discussion of self-deception aimgrtivide a conceptuahodel formakingsense of
a puzzling but commonmental phenomenonThe modelsproposedfall into two groups — the
intentionalist and the anti-intentionalist. Broadly speaking, intentionalist approaches to self-
deception analys¢éhe phenomenon on the model of other-deceptiavhat happens in self-
deception is paliel to whathappensvhenone persondeceivesanother, egept that deceiver and
deceived are the samperson.Anti-intentionalistapproaches, in contrast, stregsat theytake to
be the deep conceptual problems involvedymgy to assimilate slf-deception to other-deception.
Many of the argumentsappealed tdy anti-intentionalistssuffer from failing to speify clearly
enough whathe intentionalistis actually proposing. Inthis paperl distinguishthree different
descriptions that amtentionalist might giveof an episode ofelf-deceptionSeparating out the
different possibleways inwhich anintentionalist might characterise apisode ofself-deception
allows us toevaluatesome ofthe commoneobjections lhat are levelled agsst the intentionalist
approach. | end by offeringtantative argment infavour of intentionalism, sugsting that only
intentionalist acounts of self-degaion look asif they can dealith the selectivenature of self-

deception.

I am concerned here only wilelf-deceptiorissuing inthe acquisition obeliefs, putting to
one side both cases of self-decepiionvhich what isacquired is gropositional attitude that is
not a bdief (such as @ope ora fear), and cases in whiclthe self-decepn generates the
retention rather than the acquisition of aidfelin general termshe intentionalisview is that a
subject forms a self-deceiving belief that p when they intentionally bring it about thdietiee
that p. But thereare, of coursedifferent ways in which this might happen.Consider the
following three situations.

(1) S believes that ~p but intends to briingbout that he acquirgke falsebelief that



(2) S believes that ~p but intends to bring it about that he acquires the belief that p.

(3) S intends to bring it about that he acquires the belief that p.
There are thredimensions of vaaton here. First, there is thequestion of whethethe subject
actuallyholdsthe belief that p to béalse. Secondthere is thequestion of whethethe subject
actually intends to bring iabout that he believesfalsehood. Thirdthere is thequestion of
whether there is a belief such that the subject actuddigds to bringt about that he acquirdlat
belief. We can accordingly identify the followitigree claims, in ascending orderstfength,that
an intentionalist might make about the phenomenon of self-deceiving belief acquisition:

(A) A given episode of self-deception can involve intendiinigring it about that one
acquires a certain belief.

(B) A given episode of self-deception damolve holding abelief tobe false and yet
intending to bring it about that one acquires that belief.

(C) A given episode of self-deception can involve intendinigring it about that one
acquires a false belief.

It is clear that holding (A) to be true a bottom-level requirement oany intentionalist account of

self-deception.

But (A) does not entail either (By (C). There is somting puzzling abouthe idea that one
might hold it to be the case that p and intenbring it about that one adges the belief that p. If
oneholds it to bethe case that p theme already believesahp - and anyintention tobring it
about that ondelieve that pwould be pointlessBut one might, of course,have noviews
whatsoever about whether or not it is the case that p and yet intend to bring onesle/athat
p. This would be the position afcomplete agnostic persuadgdPascal’'s WageAlternatively,
one might have evidence for or againgtgt was too inconclusiie warrant anything morthan
the judgment that p ipossibly trueand yet intend tdring it about that oneelieve that p. So,
there is clearly no sense in which araonly intend tobring it about that onbeelieves pwhen

one holds p to be false. So (A) does not entail B.

Nor does (B) entail (C). | can believe that feilse andntend tobring it about that kcquire
the belief that p without it actually being part of toatent of my intention #t | come tdbelieve

afalsehood.That is tosay, toput it in a way that parallels familiar point in epistemology,



intentions are not closed underown logicalimplication. | canknow that xentailsy and intend

to bring about x withoupsofactointending to bring about y.

The epistemological parallel is worth pursuing. The thesis that knowledge is not closed under
known logical implication can be motivated Iplacing a tracking requirement dmowledge
(Nozick 1981). | cannot know that p unless my belief that p tracks the fact that p. Theays to
cannot know that p unless

(a) were it to be the case that not-p, | wouldn't believe that p
(b) were it to be the case that p | would believe that p.
So, | might know that p entails g and aksmw that p without knowinghat q —because myelief

that g, unlike my belief that p, does not satisfy the tracking requirements (a) and (b).

We can place a similar tracking condition upon intentions. Suppose | know that if | go out for
a walk on the moor this afternoon it is inevitalilattl will end up killingmidges(becausehey
are all over the place and | know that | cannot stop myself from crushing them if they land on me,
as they are bound to do). Yet | form the intentmgo out for avalk and endup killing midges.
Have | killed those midges intentionally? It is plausilbiat i haven't. After all, the killing of the
midges was not my aim in goiraut, nor was it aneans to my achieving ngim. My aim was
simply to goout for awalk, and even ifmy going outhadn't reslied in the death of a single

midge | still would have gone out.

Here is acase inwhich it seemshat | know that one action entailsanother and yet
intentionally @rform the first without intentionally performing the second.The case of self-
deception seems exactly parallel. | know that my bringiagout that kcome toacquirethe belief
that p will have the consequertbat | come to believe falsehood. Nonethelesscén intend to
bring it about that | believe thatwithout intendingto bring itabout that Ibelieve afalsehood —
because in aounterfactuakituation inwhich my bringingit about that lbelieve that pdoesnot
result in my believing a falsehood | would nonetheless still bring it about beieve that p. In
other words, | do not intentionally bring it about thbtlieve a falsehoolecause that is not my

aim. So (B) does not entail (C).



Although there is no entailment from (A) (B) to (C) there isan entailmentfrom (C) to (B)
to (A). (A) is aminimal requirement on intentionalist theoriessaif-deceptionOne canbe an
intentionalistwithout acepting(B) or (C), but notwithout accepting(A). We can sedhis by a
quick comparison wittMele's anti-intentionalisiapproach to self-deceptigMele 1997, 1998).
Mele holds that self-deception occurs when:

() The belief that p which S acquires is false.

(i) S treatsdata semingly relevant to theruth-value of p ina motivationally biased
way.

(ii) This motivationallybiasedtreatmenthon-deviantlycauses S tacquire thebelief
that p,

(iv) The evidence that S possesses at the time provides greater warrant for ~p than for
p.

Examples othe motivationabiases thaMele mentions in spellingput the secondcondition are:
selective attention to evidence that we actupigsessselectivemeans ofgatheringevidence;
negative misinterpretation (failingp count asevidence agast p datathat we would easily
recogniseas such were we nahotivationally based); positivemisinterpretation(counting as
evidencefor p data that wewould ea#y recognise asevidence gainst p were we not
motivationally biased),and so forth(Mele 1997. The non-deviant causathain thatleads from
motivationally biased treatment efidence to the acquisition tfe belief that ploesnot proceed

via an intention to bring it about that one believes that p.

Let me turn now to what is often taker® an obvious objection amy intentionalistccount
of self-deception, but which is actually only applicabl¢B) and (C)namely, thasuch accounts
assume thahe self-deceiveforms anintention tobring it aboutthat he acquire a belief that he
thinks isfalse. There ar@wo main reasons fdmolding this to be incoherenkirst, one might
argue that one cannot intend to bring it alilbat one acquires a lef that onethinks tobe false
without simultaneously having contradictory beliefs — the belief that p and the belief that ~p. Yet it
is impossible to be in any such state. Second, one might thinthéhptoject is guaranteed to be
self-defeating. Quite simply, if one knows that the belief is false hlo@ncan oneget oneself to

believe it?



The first of theselines of argument iextremely unconvincing. Tk key claim that it is
impossible simultaneously tpossesscontradictory beliefs ishighly implausible. There is
certainly something verypuzzling about thedea of an agensimultaneouslyavowing two
contradictorybeliefs or avowingthe contradictonpelief that p & ~p.But nothing like thisneed

occur in either(B) or (C), since thetwo belefs could beinferentially insulated Positing

inferentialinsulation is nojust an achoc manoeuvre tdealwith the problem of self-deception
(in theway thatdividing the self into deceiverand deceivedwould be),since thereare familiar
computationalreasons fordenying that an agent'eliefs areall inferentially integrated (the
limitations of menory search strategiestc). In any case, it is aimple logical point that 'S
believes p at time t' and 'S believes dgrae t' do nofointly entail 'S believes p & q @me t'.

So, an account of self-deception can involve the simultaneous ascription of beliefs thahat and
not-p without assuming that those two contradictory belisfsimultaneoushactive inany way

that would require ascribing the contradictory belief that p & ~p.

But there is asense in whiclthis is peripheralbecause it is far frorolear that eithe(B) or
(C) do require theascription of simulineous contradictoreliefs. | can startfrom a state in
which | believe that ~p and then intentionally bring it about tretquire the belief that p without
there being goint atwhich | simultaneousiyelieve that pand believe that~p. This becomes
clearerwhenonereflects thathe best way otbringing itabout that one moves fromssate in
which onebelieves ~p to atate inwhich one klieves p is to undermine e's reasons for
believing ~p and hence to weaken one's beliepint seems plausible thane'sconfidence in p

will be inversely proportional to one's confidence in ~p.

It might be arguedhatone cannot do sometiy intentionally without doing it knowingly.
Hence one cannot intentionally bring it about that one believes p when p is false witbwirig
that p is false - and so one will have siftaneous contradictoryeliefs afterall. 1 shall shortly
argue that the premise fialse, butlet meconcede ifor the moment. Thdirst thing tonotice is
that this only threatens intentionalistesho espouse (C)Those whoespouse (B)are left

untouched. Presumablyhat oneknows isthe content obnés intention and in(B) the content



of that intentiondoes not includ¢he falsehood otthe belief tlat one is tryig to getoneself to

believe.

But should weconclude that gC)-type intentionalist iscommitted to theascription of
simultaneous contradictory beliefd®t at all. During theprocess ofintentionally bringing it
about that one comes to believe a falsehood one will, on the current assumption, know that one is
bringing it about that one will acquieefalse belief. Butluring thattime one hagpresumably not
yet acquired thdalse bdéef in question. Sothere is noconflict. And when the process of
acquiring the beliehascome to arend, so too doethe intentional activityand the concortant
knowledge that the belief thus acquired is false. Someone mighttheguleis will still not allow
the self-deceived believer to believe thawith impunity — because one canrmlieve p without
believing that p is truand one canndielieve that p is true ne believeshat one hascaused
oneself to believe it. But this confuses the normative and the descriptive. No doubt one ought not
to believe that p if one believes that one causesdelf to believe that But as a simplenatter of
psychologicalfact peoplecan reconciléhose twobeliefs. Onemight believe,for example,that
although one initially set out to cause onetebielieve that fithe evidence ifiavour of pwas so

completely overwhelming that one would have come to believe that p regardless.

In any case, itseemsfalse that one cannot do sortteng intentionally without doing it
knowingly. There is certainly a cleasense in which it is prettymplausible that onemight
intentionally perform a simple actioiike pulling a trigger orswitching on alight without
knowing that that is what oned®ing. And it alscsseemspretty clear that ifsuch asimple action
has consequences which one hasneans of recognising or gwicting (like assassinating the
only woman to believe that ArkansasnsAustralia or frighteningaway a tawnywl) then those
consequences are not achieved intentionally. But most intentional actions do not fit neatly into one
or other of those categories. Suppose | lzal@ng-term desire tadvance mycareer. This long-
term desire influences almost everything | do inprofessional life, so thatt becomescorrect to
describe many of my actiorss carried ot with the intention ofadvancing mycareer.Does this

mean that | carry them out knowing that they are being done with that intention? Surely not.



The intention tobring it about that on@cquire a certain belief isloser tothe intention to
advance one's career than it is to the intentiosvidch on alight. As Pascalpointed out,
acquiring a belief is a long-terprocess imolving muchcarefulfocusing of attentionselective
evidence gathering, acting as if the belief was true, and so forth. It seems likely that the further on
one is in theprocessand the moresuccessful ondasbeen in theprocess of intmalising the

belief, the more one likely one will be to have lost touch with the original motivation.

It would seem, therthat thestandardobjections tantentionalist acounts of self-deception
are less than convincing. This goes somway towardsweakening the casefor anti-
intentionalism, simply because a considerable part of the appeal of anti-intentionalism comes from
the puzzles or paradox#sat are suppsed tobesetintentionalistapproachesBut whatabout the

positive case for intentionalism?

The positive casefor intentionalism isbased oninference tothe best explanation. The
intentionalist proposal is that wecannot understand anmportant class of psychological
phenomena without postulating thle subject is intentionallgringing it about tht he come to
have a certaitelief. The situationmay be moreaccuratelycharacterised in terms ahe of the
three models | have identified - theostcommon, nodoubt, will be (A)-type intentional self-
deception. It is not enough ftine intentionalist tshow that suclsituationssometimes occur -
perhaps by citing extreme examples like the neurological patidrdsdeny thathere is anything
wrong with them, desie being cortically blind(Anton's syndrome) orpartially paralysed
(anosognosia for hemiplegia). Theentionalistneeds tacapture the middlground by showing
that many of the everyday, "common-or-garden” episodes that we would characterise as instances
of self-deception need to be explad in intentionalist tens. The task isobviously toolarge to
undertake here, but | will make a start on it by tryinghow thathe sophisticated mechanisms
that Alfred Mele proposes for amnti-intentionalistand deflationaryanalyses of everyday self-
deceotion look very much as if theganonly do the explanatorywork required of themwhen

supplemented by an intentionalist explanation.

Let us look again at the four conditions that Mele places upon self-deception:
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(i) S treatsdata semingly relevant to theruth-value of p ina motivationally biased
way.

(ii) This motivationallybiasedtreatmenthon-deviantlycauses S tacquire thebelief
that p,

(iv) The evidence that S possesses at the time provides greater warrant for ~p than for
p.

| would like to focus upon the second condition. Mele requires thegaf data seemingly relevant
to determining the truth-value pfin amotivationally biasedway. It is presumably desire that p
be the case that results in the motivationally biased treat®ecduse we desire thatbe the case
we engage iselective evidence-gatheringariousforms of misinterpretation oevidence, and so
forth, eventuallyresulting in the acquisition ofthe belief that p.This account isradically
incomplete,however.What is the comection betweerour desire that p beéhe case and our

exercise of motivational bias?

We can get a sense lodbw Mele would respondrom his (1998) discussion ahe model of
everyday hypothesis tesgjreveloped byropeandLiberman(1996) to explairthe dvergence.
The basicidea is thatpeople have differenacceptance/rejection threshol@isr hypotheses
depending upon the expected subjective cost tmtinddual of false acceptance falserejection
relative to theresourcesrequiredfor acquiring andprocessing information. Ehhigher the
expected subjective cost of falseceptance the hightre thresholdor acceptance similarly for
rejection. Hypotheses which have a higiceptance thresholgill be more rgorously tested and
evaluated than those which have a lweeeptancéhreshold. Mele proposes that, in amy cases
of self-deception, the expected subjective cost associated with the acquired false belief is low. So,
for example, the complacent husband would be much happier falsely believing that his wife is not
having an affaithan hewould be fasely believing thashe washaving an affair — because he
desires that she not be havingadiiair. So theacceptance threshofdr the hypothesis that she is
not having an affair will béow, and it is this lowacceptancéhreshold whiclexplainsthe self-

deceiving acquisition of the belief that she is not having an affair.

We can see how Mele would most likely respond to the question ofttessecondcondition

of his account of self-deception comes ab&&.desire hat p be trueesults in amotivationally
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p. It lowers the acceptance threshold and ralsesejectiorthreshold, thu®peningthe door to
biased treatment of the data. This accoumgenious andho doubt provides a goaskplanation
of why different people willdraw different conclusions fromsimilar bodies of information. It
also provides a gooexplanation of at leastome instances of lef acquisition tlat one might
intuitively classify as instances of self-deception. It is not cleanever, that ican be extended
to provide a generakaount of sdtdeceiving beliefacquisition.There is a fundamental problem

that the theory does not seem to address.

Self-decetion is paradigmaticallyselective.Any explanation of a given instance of self-
deception will need to explaimhy motivationalbias occurred ithat particular siuation. But the
desire that p should be the case is insufficient to motivate cognitive bias in favour of thinaelief
p. There are aBorts of situations imvhich, however strongly welesire it tobe the case that p,
we are not in any way biased in favour of the belief that p. Bi@wve todistinguishthese from
situations in which we desire p aatebiased infavour ofthe belief that p? | wiltall this the

selectivityproblem

In response to aearlier presentation othe selectivity ppblem (BermudeA997), and to a
related butdifferent problemidentified by William Talbott (1995), Mele (1998) gives the
following illustration of how histheory might copewith it. He imagines Gordon, &IA agent
who has been accused of treason. Although Gorghaméntsand hisstaff of intelligenceagents
have access to roughly the same information relative to Gordon's alleged crime, asbivhaey
Gordon to be innocent, thegome todifferent verdicts. Gordon's parentslecide that he is
innocent, while his colleagues decide that he is guilty. How can this be, givéinethatielligence
agents andhe parents have trgsame desire and accesssimilar information?Here isMele's
response.

Here it is important to bean mind a distinction between tlo@st ofbelieving that p
and thecost ofbelieving falsely hat p. It is the latter cost, not the fam that is
directly relevant to theletermination ofthe confidencethesholds onTrope and
Liberman's view. For Gordon's parents, the cost of believing falselyhthason is
innocent may notdiffer much from the cost of believing that he is innocent
(independently othe truth or falsity of théelief). We may suppose that believing
that he is innocent has no cost for thémdeed, the belief is source ofcomfort, and

believing that Gordon is guiltwould bequite painful. Additionally, their believing
falselythat he is innocent mgyose no sqbctlvely S|gn|f|cantthreat to theparents.
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believing falsely that Gordon is innocent maydmormous, for theyecognisethat
their lives are irhis handsAnd this is so everf they very meh want itto betrue
tha he is innocent. His parenteave a rach lower thresholdfor aaepting the
hypotheds tha Gordon is innocent tharfor rejectingit, whereas inthe light of the
relative costs of"false acceptance’and "false rejection” for the staff, one would
expect their thresholds to be quite the reverse of this. (Mele 1998 p.361)
In essencethe divergencarisesbecausethe CIA agents'desire that Gordorbe innocent is
trumped by theidesire not tdbe betrayed and theaicceptancend rejection thresblds differ

accordingly from the threshold of Gordon's parents.

The cost-benefitanalysis provides algusibleexplanation ofwhat might begoing on in the
Gordon case, which garticularly interestingince thereareways of describinghe situation on
which Gordon's pamts come outas self-deceivedasindeed there arér describingthe CIA
agents as being self-deceived). But it is not at all clear, despiteMelactlaims, that it provides
a response to the selectivity problem. The selectivity problem is not a problesw dfvo people
in similar situations can acquire different beliefsarises, ratherfrom the fact that possessing a
desire that p be true is nstfficient togenerate cognitive bias, everalf otherthingsare equal
(which they are, perhaps, for Gordon's parents but not for his subordinatesjmipls not the
casethat, whenever mymotivational set issuch as to lowethe acceptancéhreshold of a
particularhypothesis, Will end up self-deceivinglyaccepting thahypothesis. The selectivity
problemreappearsThere are many hypothes&s which my motivational set dicates a low
acceptancand highrejectionthreshold andor which the evidence available to me is marginal
enough tomake elf-deceptionpossible.But | self-deceivinglycome to believeonly a small

proportion of them. Why those and not the others?.

Intentionalist account®f self-deception have alear and straightforwardanswer to the
selectivity problem. The self-deceivirgquisition of a belfethat p requiesmore than simply a
desire that p be the case arldwa acceptance theskithigh rejestion thresholdor the hypothesis
that p. It requires an intention on the part of the self-deceiver to bring it about that he acquires the

belief that p. The facthat intentionalist theges can solve the selectivity poblem inthis way

1| leave aside thproblem that it seemserfectl possible to deceive oneself into beliayim hypothesis
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seems at least@imafacie reason fothinking thatone cannoentirely abandon an intentionalist

approach to self-deception.

Let me end, howeverwith two qualifications. The first is thatthe argumentfrom the
selectivity problem caronly tentative, because it remairentirely possible that ananti-
intentionalist response to the selectivity problem might be devellipetiard tosee whasort of
argument could rule this out. Second, even if sound the argument dassnpetrecognition of
the existenceof anything strongerthan whatl have called (A)-type self-deception. lhave
suggested that (B)- and (C)-typelf-deception areot conceptuallyincoherent. But itemains to
be seen Wwethe thereare situationsfor which inference to thebest explanationdemands an

analysis in terms of (B)- or (C)-type self-deception.
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