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"Self-Deception" is a phenomenon which has a 
close relation with ethical issues. So, ethical perspec-
tive can explain self-deception different from those 
mentioned in other contemporary discussions like 
philosophy of mind and philosophical psychology. 
Such a standpoint invites new ethical questions and 
problems such as "is the phenomenon morally harm-
ful?", "is the agent aware of the phenomenon?", if so, 
" how is it possible for the agent to deceive (her)him-
self intentionally? Having a look on the contemporary 
readings of the phenomenon, it seems impossible to 
solve the problems by remaining faithful to philosoph-
ical literature. However, this paper, which is based on 
the ethical, philosophical resources, tries to present 
the phenomenon in a new way. This suggestion is 
able to solve the problems on one hand, and remain 
faithful to philosophical heritage, on the other. 

Key words: self-Deception, the paradox of self-
deception, the empirical and pure will. 

Introduction
Despite the fact that much of the contemporary 

philosophical discussion of self-deception has fo-
cused on epistemology, philosophical psychology 
and philosophy of mind,the relation between ethics 
and self-deception can open doors to new horizons. 
This new viewpoint can invite couple of questions 
such as "is the agent responsible for being self-de-
ceived?", "isself-deception morally harmful?", "in 
what ways and to what extent is it morally harmful?" 
and so on. Additionally, it enables us to think about 
self-deception not only as an experienced phenom-
enon but also as an immoral one. If so, self-decep-
tion can be related to religious perspective as well 
since the religious-reliable sources convey the re-
sponsibility for being deceived. Accordingly, one, 
such as divine-command-theory holders, may claim 
that the self is responsible for being deceived reli-
giously while it is an immoral phenomenon1

This paper tries to look at this phenomenon 
through the ethical viewpoint in a new way. Although 
this viewpoint takes the philosophical debates men-

1 There is a sharp distinction between lying and deception, however. 
The distinction should be taken into account while we try to explain 
self-deception. Deception has a success condition involving the 
target of the deception that lying lacks. I can lie to you even if you 
fail to believe me. But I can only deceive you if I succeed in getting 
you to believe something I am aware is false. SO, it implies that 
deception is related to a new belief which does not already exist. It 
is not possible to deceive you into not changing a belief you already 
held.]Hirstein, 2005,p. 219.

tioned in the traditional and contemporary philo-
sophical literature seriously, it enables us to solve 
the problems differently. 

In the interest of finding such a scope, the paper 
has been charted as follows: firstly, different definitions 
of self-deception and its paradox in both traditional and 
contemporary literature will be investigated. Then, it 
will be explained why there is a relation between "the 
will", as a fundamental constituent of person, and "self-
deception". Because of neglecting the role of "the will", 
philosophical problems of self-deception still exist. Fi-
nally, based on the mentioned relation between the 
phenomenon and the will and its typesthe new way of 
understanding self-deception will be suggested. 

Definitions of self-deception 
Here is an example about my friend. He told me 

that he is "very smart" and in fact "smarter than oth-
ers in his age" while he does not read a lot, and does 
not get any signs for being smart. Knowing that my 
friend never lies, and knowing him to be no fool, I 
see he is deceiving himself. 

Self-deception is a phenomenon which can be 
experienced by humanbeings. We are, notes Wil-
liam Hirstein, often deceived about how good we are 
at something [Hirstein, 2005, p. 213]. Anice example 
of this is the following fact: "94 percent of educators 
describe themselves as better at their job than their 
average colleague, which would yield a self-decep-
tionrate of 44 percent" [Gilovich,1991, pp. 77–78].

If so, what is self-deception? what does it refer 
to? Can it be modeled in the way the agent be aware 
of the occurrence? Is it a possible phenomenon? In 
the interest of finding the answers, Let us return to 
philosophical literature. 

According to philosophical literature, other-decep-
tion has a clear meaning. "In the ordinary life", as Martin 
W. Mike notes,"A deceives B when A, who knows a 
truth, purposefully gets B to believe the opposite – a 
falsehood. This process usually happens by lying to B"2.

 Accordingly, "in a wide sense, self-deception re-
fers to (a) activities of evading significant truths or top-
ics, and (b) resulting states of ignorance, false, or un-

2 There is a sharp distinction between lying and deception, however. 
The distinction should be taken into account while we try to explain 
self-deception. Deception has a success condition involving the 
target of the deception that lying lacks. I can lie to you even if you 
fail to believe me. But I can only deceive you if I succeed in getting 
you to believe something I am aware is false. SO, it implies that 
deception is related to a new belief which does not already exist. It 
is not possible to deceive you into not changing a belief you already 
held [Hirstein, 2005, p. 219].
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warranted beliefs or lack of clear consciousness. In a 
narrow sense, self-deception refers to a special case 
of such activities and states that is describable as a 
form of lying- lying to oneself" [Mike, 2001, p. 1551].

Self-deception, then, can be modeled as follows: 
"Where A intentionally gets B, [i. e. him/herself 

]to believe some proposition p, all the while knowing 
or believing truly not-p" [Deweese-Boyd, 2010].

With an eye to philosophical debates, I shall call 
the mentioned model, "straight" self-deception. In 
"straight" self-deception people are self-deceived in 
believing something they want to be true. 

However, not all cases of self-deception are 
straight. There is another type of self-deception 
termed "twisted" self-deception by Alfred Mele 
[Mele, 2001, pp. 94–118]. In "twisted" self-decep-
tion, people who are self-deceived in believing that p 
do not desire that p. "A typical example of such self-
deception is the jealous husband who believes on 
weak evidence that his wife is having an affair, 
something he doesn't want to be the case. In this 
case, the husband apparently comes to have this 
false belief in the face of strong evidence to the con-
trary in ways similar to those ordinary self-deceivers 
come to believe something they want to be true" 
[Deweese-Boyd, 2010; Pears, 1982, pp. 42–44].

According to this model,a philosophical problem 
arises. The problem is the fact that is it really possible 
for A to deceive A (i. e. him/herself); and persuade 
him/herself into believing what he knows is false?

Many philosophers tried to answer to the ques-
tion. For example, according to Jean-Paul Sartre 
(1905–1980) [Sartre, 1966, 86–116] and Raphael 
Demos (1892–1968) [Demos, 1960, 588–95] people 
can deceive themselves by directing their attention 
to a false belief while ignoring both contrary sign and 
the activity of disregarding sign. Sartre writes: "we 
say indifferently of a person that he shows signs of 
bad faith (i. e. falsehood) or that he lies to himself. 
We shall willingly grant that bad faith is a lie to one-
self. (…) The essence of the lie implies in fact that 
the liar actually is in complete possession of the 
truth which he is hiding" [Sartre, 1966, p. 48]. Other 
perspectives, such as Sigmund Freud's (1856–
1939), recognize self-deception as an unconscious 
phenomenon, and if so, it is an unintentional pro-
cess rather than an intentional activity. 

Trying to solve the problem, some philosopher-
shad an attempt to present another definition for 
self-deception. Self-deception, in this view, is a phe-
nomenon which has the following characters: (a) it 
has the production of the ill-grounded thought; and 
(b) then, the ill-grounded thought is protected and 
allowed to remain. The metaphor of protection ap-
plied here refers to special cases: the cases in which 
"a person intentionally does not allow himself to 
think about, remember, or perceive certain facts; or 
the cases in which the self-deceived person inten-
tionally does not use certain checking procedures" 
[Hirstein, 2005, p. 216]. 

Examples of this account can be traced in differ-
ent fields. For example, according to some scien-
tists, there is no spiritual experience in people's ordi-
nary life. So, evidences expressed by people or 
philosophers, like R. Otto1 (1869–1937) and others, 
should be somehow wrapped. As another example, 
atheists who reject all philosophical books which de-
fend the existence of God do the same. Indeed, their 
account has the production of the ill-grounded 
thought, firstly. This ill-grounded thought will be pro-
tected and allowed to remain, secondly. 

This understanding of self-deception explains the 
mechanism behind self-deception by focusing on the 
brain's functions: "As … Schnider (2001) and others 
noted, much of the work of the brain goes into inhibit-
ing representation from interfering with the dominant 
thought processes. This necessity has given the 
brain the power to deactivate representations or di-
rect attention away from them in various ways. These 
functions might be part of the mechanism behind cer-
tain types of self-deception" [Hirstein, 2005, p. 216].

Indeed, self-deceived people tend to dwell on nei-
ther the feared thought nor the self-deceptive 
thought2. The self-deceived person need a process to 
improve his or her state but does not employ them. 
According to this account of understanding, "self-de-
ceived people protect certain beliefs by failing to think 
them through clearly and vividly. If the self-deceived 
person thinks the ill-grounded thought clearly, it will 
produce a strong negative emotion and it may well 
start procedure to stop doing what he is doing accord-
ing to that thought" [Hirstein, 2005, p. 216].

In this explanation which takes into account the 
process of human's brain, there is still a question 
whether or not the self-deception is voluntary. Since 
some checking processes are damaged in the case 
of self-deception,one can then frame the question 
whether the agent voluntary fails to control over 
these processes. "The voluntary control might be 
operated either by keeping away the thought from 
checking processes, or the checking processes 
from the thought. Both of these can be done inten-
tionally or nonintentionally" [Hirstein, 2005, 214–
215]. Accordingly, both intentional and nonintention-
al process of self-deception can be found. 

This account distinguishes two types of decep-
tions: shallow and deep deceptions. "In shallow de-
ception, the deceiver treats his victim the way he 
would treat any other victim". Deep deception oc-
curs when the deceiver takes into account differ-
ences between his own beliefand those of his victim. 
So, "the deceiver who assumes that his victim has 
basically the same beliefs as he does is still engag-

1 R. Otto in The idea of Holy, not only explains characteristics of the 
moment in which the agent experience or feel the idea of holy, but 
presents it in a philosophical way also [Otto, 1936].
2 Recalling the example of twisted self deception, it is possible to 
give an example for the feared thought and self-deceptive thought. 
The husband's thought ("She is having an affair") is an example 
of the feared thought while ("She's faithful") is the husband's self-
deceived thought. 
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ing in shallow deception. Maxims of shallow decep-
tion can be presented when people have a natural 
inclination to believe positive claims about them-
selves, one should appear confident, and so on" 
[Hirstein, 2005, p. 219].

Contrary to those who hold that self-deception in-
volves a (false) belief, there is a quite different ap-
proach to the analysis of self-deception does not 
center on the understanding of self-deception in 
terms of belief at all. This approach connects the phe-
nomenon with personal identity. Herbert Fingarette 
(1921), as an example, holds that the self-deceiver "is 
one who is in some way engaged in the world but 
who disavows the engagement, who will not acknowl-
edge it even to himself as his. That is, self-deception 
turns upon the personal identity one accepts rather 
than the beliefs one has" [Fingarette, 1982, p. 213].

Does Self-Deception contain any paradoxes?
There is a famous paradox in self-deception 

which prevents philosophers to accept the regular 
understanding of the phenomenon. In the interest of 
finding any paradox, let us return again to the exam-
ple about my friend mentioned at the beginning. 

You may think at one level that my friend must 
know that he is unintelligent because of the evidence. 
But he keeps telling me with a sincere voice that he is 
intelligent, so he must believe that he is intelligent. If 
knowledge entails belief, as we often say it does, then 
my friend must both believe that he is intelligent and is 
not intelligent when he is deceiving himself. So we 
have arrived at the famous paradox of self-deception. 
The core of the paradox is the question "how is it pos-
sible for a person to believe p and not-p consciously?"

 Some hold that self-deception is not possible; 
for it is impossible to believe p and not-p simultane-
ously. Other philosophers hold that there is no para-
dox in self-deception at all [Mele, 1987, p. 121]. The 
third group of thinkers hold that it only seems that 
there is a paradox. Because the philosophical efforts 
often make the phenomenon much more difficult to 
understand that we have reason to believe it to be. 
So, the paradox can be solved. 

In General, the paradox of self-deception was 
formulated by many philosophers1. Among all pos-
sible alternatives, it can be formulated as follows:

"For any A and B, when A deceives B into believ-
ing that p, A knows or truly believes that not-p while 
causing B to believe that p. So when A deceives A 
(i. e. himself) into believing that p, he knows or truly 
believes that not-p while causing himself to believe 
that p. Thus, A must simultaneously believe that not-
p and believe that p" [Mele, 1987, p. 121].

The paradox of self-deception can be summa-
rized in three main questions: "(1) how does the per-
son both know and not know p? (2) what good does it 
do not to know p consciously? (3) why is the faster, 
more accurate, system unconscious?" These three 

1 See also Audi 1982, p. 133, Bach 1981, pp. 351–370, Canfield 
and Gustavson 1962, pp. 32–36, Pugmire 1969, p. 339, Siegler 
1968, p. 147.

questions, as A. Greenwald states, can condense the 
paradox of self-deception [Greenwald, 1997, p. 54].

There are philosophers who solve the problem 
by believing that there is no paradox in self-decep-
tion. They try to explain the phenomenon differently. 
Herbert Fingarette's (1921) analysis, which has 
been presented earlier, attempts to avoid paradox 
although it was judged unsuccessful by other phi-
losophers [Fingarette, 1982, p. 53]. What follows is 
the summary of the way in which he defines self-
deception without any paradoxes. 

Fingarette rejects philosophers' attempts which 
analyze self-deception and its paradox. He holds 
that their attempts "either had not addressed them-
selves to the proper phenomena of self-deception or 
rather than resolving the paradox, had portrayed it in 
a “variant form”" [Fingarette, 1982, p. 54]. He ex-
plains the self-deception in the form of "an unnamed 
mechanism that analyzes the true import of circum-
stances and purposefully prevents the emergence 
into consciousness of both the true information and 
the defense against it" [Greenwald, 1997, p. 54]. He 
assumed that his unnamed mechanism operated 
outside of conscious cognition. So, there is no para-
dox in self-deception at all. 

Although the analysis of self-deception present-
ed by Fingarettesolves the paradox apparently, it is 
set beside certain of Freud's doctrine. 2If so, there is 
still an important question in his theory should be 
answered by him. This question can be formulated 
as follows: how is it possible to justify Freud's doc-
trine philosophically? 

Indeed, the question put all Freudian-like under-
standings of self-deception under question. Al-
though Freud's psychological theory has been ac-
cepted by many psychologists, it still stands in need 
of philosophical justification. Therefore, philosophi-
cal models which remain faithful to Freud's doctrine 
should, in advance, explain why his theory is ac-
ceptable philosophically. 

Is it possible, then, to define self-deception on 
one hand, and be able to solve of the phenomenon's 
paradox philosophically, on the other? The following 
part tries to investigate for the answer. 

Will and Self-Deception: A Suggestion for 
Understanding Self-Deception

As it has been mentioned earlier, the Freudian-
like approaches, i. e. non-internationalist approach-
es, put the contradictory belief at an unconscious 
level. If so, there is no room to hold that the self is 
responsible morally or religiously for being deceived. 
Indeed, according to Freudian-like approaches, 
there is no relation between morality and self-de-
ception at all. Although these approaches have been 
supported by psychologists, they still stand in need 
of philosophical justification. 

2 For Freud, "the censor operated from a base within the conscious 
ego, and although it appeared to have ego's reasoning powers, 
nevertheless was assumed to operate without ego's consciousness" 
[Freud. 1923/1961,3–66 cited from Greenwald, 1997].
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Let us return to the Mele's model once again in 
order to explain why it is not necessary to put the 
contradictory belief at the unconscious level. Melehas 
argued that the phenomenon "is simply a hiatus be-
tween what the evidence suggests, on one hand, and 
what the self is lead to believe, on the other". What 
happens is the fact that "the self's desire or emotion, 
finally, induces him(her) to believe". Indeed, the avail-
able evidence suggests the proposition p while the 
self, because of the desire, believes the false propo-
sition (not-p) [Mele, 2001, p. 138]. So, the phenome-
non can be experienced consciously. 

Although Mele's model tries to support the view 
in which the phenomenon happens in the con-
scious level, it does not still give us a complete ex-
planation why no paradox remains in the model. 
There is still a possible room for the self's belief 
about p even in a case which the desire plays a 
role for inducing the self to believe not-p. If so, is it 
possible to present an account which considers 
self-deception as a non-paradoxical account, with-
out using the unconscious level?

"Will and Self-deception" is a suggestion for ex-
plaining self-deception not only as a conscious and 
non-paradoxical phenomenon but also as a phe-
nomenon which has a close relation with morality. 

Based on the statements from Kant's Second 
Critique, a new model of self-deception can be pre-
sented. In this model, the phenomenon will happen 
either in the objects related to the empirical will or in 
the process which the pure will requires. So there is 
no room for any paradoxes or challenges between 
two contradictory prepositions. To make the sugges-
tion more clear, let us turn to Kant's Second Critique. 

Recall Kant's statements of empirical and pure 
will. For empirical will, "all practical principles which 
presuppose an object (matter) of the faculty of de-
sire as the ground of determination of the will are 
empirical, and can furnish no practical laws" [Kant, 
1889, p. 107]. If self-deception relates to the self's 
desire, as Melesuggested, the empirical will plays 
the role in self-deception. If so, the phenomenon 
can be explained by focusing on the empirical will. 

The Kantian-based formulation of the empirical 
will can be found from two deductions based on his 
Second Critique: 

(1) Empirical principles as suchare of one and 
the same kind,and come under the general principle 
of self-love [Kant, 1889, p. 108]; 

(2) The principle of self-love cannot set up as a 
practical (universal) law [Kant, 1889, p.,113]; 

Therefore,
 (3) Empirical principles cannot set up as a prac-

tical (universal) law. 
And,
(4) Empirical principles as such are of one and 

the same kind, and come under the general princi-
ple of self-love [Kant, 1889, p. 108];

(5) The principle of self-love only desires [Kant, 
1889, p. 126];

Therefore,
 (6) Empirical principle(s) only desire(s); 
Couple (3) and (6) with the fact that "all material 

practical rules place the determining principle of 
the will in the lower desires, and if there were no 
purely (…) laws of will adequate to determine it, 
then we could not admit any higher desire at all" 
[Kant, 1889, p. 109].

According to the characteristics of the empirical 
will, it can be concluded that the empirical will can 
be determined either by the lower or higher desires. 
In other words, the empirical will relates to different 
types of desires. If so, it is possible to experience 
conflicts among them in a particular context. So, 
self-deception can be explained as the result of a 
conflict among the different types of desires which 
the empirical will relates to:

The empirical will can be determined by a lower 
or higher desire: the lower desire determines the will 
while the higher desire still exists; or the higher de-
sire determines while the lower desire still exists. 
Consequently, the object of the lower and higher de-
sire may differ. It means that in the conflict, as we 
suppose it, the lower desire may determine the em-
pirical will by an object, e. g. p, and the higher desire 
may determine the empirical will by another object, 
e. g. not-p. So, there is no paradox here while the 
will can distinguish both objects. 

Based on the statement, Let us explain the exam-
ple of my friend and his idea about himself mentioned 
earlier. My friend had two desires: (a) a desire to be 
proud of himself, (b) a desire to be a realist. By com-
paring these two desires, it will be concluded that in 
that situation, it is impossible for both desires to deter-
mine the will. A conflict among these two desires 
starts: the desire (a) will determine the will and then 
he would say he is "very smart" and in fact "smarter 
than others". Suppose that desire (b) determines the 
will. Consequently, he will say that he is not smart. 

Not all cases of self-deception can be reduced to 
the conflicts among desires while the pure will has an 
important role to play. The pure will, has its own mecha-
nism to be determined. If so, it can be considered as a 
basis of new explanation of self-deception as well. 

The pure will relates to "pure reason [which] is 
practical of itself alone, and gives (to man) a universal 
law which we call the Moral Law" [Kant, 1889, p. 120]. 
Basically, there is a certain way of the engagement 
related to the pure will and pure practical reason. The 
phenomenon can be happened, then, while the self 
does not engaged in the way the pure will requires. 

The certain way of engagement can be clarified 
by focusing once again on Kant's Second Critique. 
Recalling the memorably statement of Kant's ethical 
doctrine that there is a connection between pure 
practical reason and pure will. Kant explains the 
connection as follows:

"The voice of reason in reference to the will is so 
clear, so irrepressible, so audible even, to the com-
monest men" [Kant, 1889, p. 124]. As an example, 
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"the self who has lost at play may be vexed at 
himself and his folly, but if he conscious of having 
cheated at play(although he has gained thereby), he 
must despise himself as soon as he compares 
himself with the moral law". Kant concluded, then, 
that "there is something further in the idea of our 
practical reason, which accompanies the 
transgression of a moral law-namely, its ill desert 
[Kant, 1889, p. 127]. Indeed, the connection exists 
even if the self never takes it into account. 

Self-deception can be explained by the language 
of the engagement which the pure will requires:

The individual should be engaged in a certain 
way which the pure will requires; yet (s)he does not 
speak of the engagement while (s)he is hiding the 
clear voice from him(her)self. The engagement 
seems to exist in a certain way even if the individual 
does not take it into account. Therefore, the individ-
ual is deceiving him/herself. 

This new way of understanding self-deception 
has its own prominences. Firstly, the cases of irra-
tionality can be changed to rational oneseither by 
the desires' influences or the language of engage-
ment. Consequently, there is no need to suppose 
that the cases of irrationality are the result of a con-
flict between differentiated parts of the mind. 

Secondly, as any type of desires can be related 
to the empirical will, it may actually differ from one 
person to another. Unlike all Freudian-like ac-
counts, which presuppose that the levels of mind 
are universal, the suggestion enables us to take 
the differences among people seriously. If so, the 
moral responsibility will be put on the self's shoul-
der while he/she, him/herself, can examine wheth-
er the phenomenon happens. 

Finally, the philosophical paradox of self-decep-
tion can be solved philosophically. The ordinary life 
which can experience challenges between two dif-
ferent desires never considers them as a paradox in 
the self. Additionally, not taking into account the cer-
tain engagement which the pure will requires cannot 
be considered as a paradox either. 

If so, it is possible to remain faithful to ethical, 
philosophical heritage for defining the self-deception 
on one hand, and solve the paradox, on the other. 
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