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PREFACE 

I should clarify why I, a philosopher who knows 

little about the intricate and complex workings of the 

brain, am evolving a theory related to the brain, when 

philosophy is principally concerned with the a priori. 

The answer is that what I am doing is still philosophy in 

the accepted sense, not state-of-the-art science. My 

theory of self-deception depends upon the types of possible 

logical interplay between two kinds of structures within 

the brain. It is minimally tied to the brain to the degree 

that it requires two structural ensembles within the brain, 

each of which has evolved to do very different sets of 

functions. If I am right, self-deception takes place prin

cipally due to the failure of these two distinct but over

lapping neuronal assemblies to communicate in complete 

accord. Thus my theory can withstand a great deal of 

change in the way the specific workings of the brain are 

viewed, as long as there are two subsystems of structures 

within the brain where interplay is possible as I have 

depicted it. 

Obviously, I cannot claim to be an expert on the 

brain. A neuroanatomist will far exceed in scope and 

detail my extremely limited view of the most basic func

tions of the structure of the brain. But, on the other 
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hand, due to the flexibility of my theory, my lack of 

knowledge of the finer workings of the brain is in no way 

a threat to my theory. 

At this point, X would like to give my special 

thanks to Dr. Jay B. Angevine, Jr., neuroanatomist at the 

College of Medicine of The University of Arizona. I have 

relied heavily upon and quoted extensively from personal 

conversations with him and from mimeographed notes which 

he presents to his classes. I am further in his debt for 

recommendations of additional reading on the brain. 
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ABSTRACT 

I contend that all theories of self-deception [SD]  

which operate on a belief/knowledge account are mistaken 

and that Fingarette is correct in basing SD on a volition/ 

action account. Fingarette's account, however, is also 

mistaken in its failure to understand the sometimes crucial 

role of motive and the always crucial role of acceptance of 

responsibility. My theory of SD claims that it occurs due 

to lack of communication between two extremely different 

sets of structures in the brain. These have evolved for 

entirely different purposes, and are called the affective 

and cognitive brains, respectively. This theory demon

strates why the action/volition account is correct. When 

the cognitive brain judges some idea to be a threat to one 

of the various self-concepts, the affective brain is 

alerted to attempt to protect the system of the self by 

escape of any viable sort. The theory gains strength by 

its ability to shed light on other psychological phenomena, 

e.g., false confession and inexplicably docile behavior 

greatly disadvantageous to those doing it. In addition, my 

theory undermines all of the so-called paradoxes of SD, 

partially by showing that the "deception" in SD does not 

point toward objective truth and a purposeful even if 

conscious failure to see it, but rather toward the perceived 
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consistency, or lack of it, of one's self-concept. Specifi

cally, drawing on general examples of SD taken from litera

ture, film, and various psychological experiments, I 

criticize in great detail the accounts of SD given by 

Fingarette, Rorty, Szabados, and Saunders. In less detail, 

I criticize the accounts of Freud, Sartre, and Kierkegaard. 



CHAPTER 1 

THE PROBLEM OF SELF-DECEPTION 

Were a portrait of a man to be drawn, one in which 
there would be highlighted whatever is most human, 
be it noble or ignoble, we should surely place 
well in the foreground man's enormous capacity for 
self-deception (Fingarette, 1969, p. 1). 

The problem of self-deception (hereafter abbrevi

ated SD) is one that is extraordinarily recalcitrant to 

logical solution. The paradoxes generated by the exis

tence of SD have seemed so insoluble as to cause some to 

deny that there are any actual cases of SD. Many others 

have claimed to have dissolved the paradoxes and given 

the solution to SD, but there is no general agreement and 

I believe that all these attempts have failed. 

The basic paradox of SD is this. It seems that 

one must be fully aware of whatever it is that one does 

not wish to know or believe in order to create a kind of 

scheme whose end is to succeed in relieving one of the 

burden of this knowledge. One must thus be fully conscious 

of what it is one wishes not to be conscious of in order 

to evolve a skillful means of avoiding that consciousness. 

And then, of course, the means itself, the plan, must 

also be forgotten once one is guaranteed that it is 
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working and either has or will carry itself successfully 

to a conclusion. 

The basic paradox thus consists of an epistemologi-

cal paradox and a moral paradox generated out of it. The 

apparent simultaneous awareness and lack of awareness that 

constitute the epistemological paradox imply the moral 

paradox, because ignorance exculpates and awareness incul

pates. To paraphrase Stanley Paluch (1967, pp. 276-277), 

the moral paradox goes something like this. Perhaps the 

self-deceiver is not responsible for his own false beliefs 

in the way the deceiver of others is responsible for the 

for the false beliefs he fosters. For if the motive behind 

the false belief were made clear to the self-deceiver, he 

should see that it provides no legitimate grounds for his 

false belief, and thus he would no longer be in SD. But 

if the self-deceiver is not aware of the motive that 

creates his SD and thus fails to appreciate the evidence 

that exists against the belief he holds in a self-deceptive 

way, in what sense can he be said to have the power to 

know the truth and to be responsible for failing to know 

it? If one does not even suspect his false belief, what 

does it mean to say that he could overcome it? Thus, if 

it is said of people in SD that they are free to discern 

the character of the motive that misleads them, as opposed 

to, say, someone under the influence of a posthypnotic 

suggestion, how precisely is this to be understood? 



3 

Finally, there is a kind of spiritual or psycho

logical paradox connected with SD that arises with the 

question, "Is SD an attempt to maintain or gain psycho

logical integrity?" It would seem that it is an attempt 

to do so, and yet successful SD necessarily creates a kind 

of truncated or bifurcated self. 

Others have claimed further paradoxes involved in 

SD. David Pears (1974, p. 98), for instance, claimed 

there are four. The first consists simply of holding 

contradictory beliefs that are not the result of simple 

ignorance nor dull-wittedness. The other three are elabo

rations of the basic epistemological paradox. 

There is a vast range of questions connected to 

the phenomenon of SD. To obtain full clarity regarding the 

plethora of issues surrounding SD, which are principally 

conceptual, one would require an answer to all of the 

following: 

1. How can the central paradoxes of SD be solved, 

i.e., how can one intentionally self-deceive? How can one 

explain the purposefulness or intentionality that seemingly 

must be present in SD to distinguish it from simple igno

rance or lack of mental acuity and yet avoid the paradoxes? 

2. Is belief central to an understanding of SD? Do 

all cases of SD consist of holding "sincere" but contradic

tory beliefs, or are there cases of SD where there are no 

contradictory beliefs? Is knowledge/belief language the 
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central and essential language in which to explicate SD, 

or was Fingarette (1969, p. 35) correct in holding that the 

central language of SD is rather that of volition/action? 

Is Fingarette's (1969, p. 67) claim that SD "turns upon 

the personal identity one accepts rather than the beliefs 

one has" true, and if so, precisely what does it mean? 

What other conceptual psychological corollaries does its 

truth entail in the account of SD? 

3. Is "deception" in SD to be understood in the same 

way as "deception" in other-deception, or does "deception" 

in SD have some other unique meaning? Does the meaning of 

"deception" in SD logically entail that the one in SD 

believes something that is objectively false? 

4. Why does one self-deceive? How important are 

motives in SD? Is their role central, peripheral, or so 

unimportant as to be negligible, as Penelhum (1964, p. 88) 

and others have held? Is there always an advantage gained 

by the person in SD, and if so, what sort? Does the 

existence of SD paralyze in some significant way those who 

are in it? 

5. Is SD under one's voluntary control? Is one 

responsible primarily for the occurrences of SD or only 

responsible after the fact, for the way one deals with SD, 

perhaps in the role playing and other actions connected 

with SD? What can be done to eliminate occurrences of SD, 

and what can be done after the fact to try to end SD? 
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6. Are there cases of innocent SD, or is SD always 

morally wrong as T. S. Champlin (1977, p. 297) claimed? 

Is SD always a case of spiritual failure as Fingarette 

(1969, p. 138) has held? Is the person in SD both agent 

and victim simultaneously? And what is the moral attitude 

that should be taken toward the person in SD: the totally 

castigating attitude of Sartre (1956) because all actions 

are believed to be freely chosen or the clinically helpful 

noncondemning attitude of Freud (I960)? 

7. If the Freudian position is correct, then why do 

ascriptions of SD carry such high moral fervor and fear of 

SD generate such nervous concern? 

8. Are there unconscious thoughts and motives? If so, 

how can sense be made of the paradox of thinking that is 

not conscious? What sort of process or mechanism is 

involved in bringing about SD? 

9. Is the person in SD always concerned with.a kind of 

psychological integrity? Are Sartre (1956) and Kierkegaard 

(1956) right in linking SD with authenticity/inauthenticity 

or is SD primarily an attempt to reduce anxiety, as Freud 

would have us believe? Is there an analysis of SD which 

could unite in one theory these two kinds of concerns? 

10. How can one logically differentiate between SD and 

wishful thinking? 

11. Are there limits to what one can self-deceive 

about? Is Szabados (1974a, p. 66) right in his claim that 
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there are propositions, e.g., direct perception of external 

objects about which it is impossible to self-deceive? 

12. Does the motive in SD cause one to believe what he 

otherwise would not have believed? Assuming belief is 

involved in SD, does the person in SD not only want to 

believe something, but also want his belief to be true? 

13. How important in the analysis of SD is the concept 

of evidence? Does the evidence known and appreciated by 

the person in SD always go against the belief he wants and 

does hold? Does the person in SD believe in "belief

adverse" circumstances, so that he must pervert the means 

of assessing evidence in order to believe? 

14. Once SD has occurred, what process continues to 

sift out and isolate the continuing new evidence, in cases 

where there is such evidence, that would end the SD? This 

question seems particularly important if it is necessary 

to forget the plan that brought about the SD in the first 

place. 

15. Are there basic and different types of SD? 

16. Does the possibility of SD arise only from the 

primacy of truth-oriented language, as Amelie Rorty (1972) 

p. 403) claims? 

17. Is the process by which SD occurs connected to 

the process by which other self-defeating behavior occurs? 

18. Does the analysis of SD require the concept of 

sub-selves? 
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19. Is the acceptance of responsibility necessary for 

the ability to be in SD? 

These are questions I attempt to answer, but first 

I examine the most important analytical accounts of SD. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE ANALYTIC VIEW OF SELF-DECEPTION 

In this chapter, I detail the analytic view of SD. 

Rather than give an exhaustive view of what each analytic 

philosopher has claimed, however, I picked the three that 

were the most relevant for my purposes. I selected Amelie 

Oksenberg Rorty's (1972) account because hers is the most 

sophisticated, detailed, and far-ranging in its implica

tions and portrays perfectly that view against which 

Fingarette's and mine are to be set. John Turk Saunders's 

(1975) account was selected because he showed one important 

area where Fingarette's account collapses. Saunders tried 

to shore it up by the fairly typical analytical move of 

attempting to squeeze a very large idea through a very 

small or nonexistent conceptual hole, passing between the 

horns of the dilemma which the paradoxes represent. I 

chose to describe Bela Szabados's account (1971, 1974a, 

1974b) because he has published more articles on SD than 

anyone up to now and in them gives us a fairly complete 

and typical analytic view of SD. 

Of all the accounts of SD put forth, that of 

Amelie Oksenberg Rorty (1972) is one of the more interest

ing, although it is, I believe, almost entirely incorrect. 

8 
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Rorty (1972, p. 388) believed, "The analysis of self-

deception is no more problematic than the analysis of 

other, less conflicted mental activities," and "self-

deception does not involve a distinctive or problematic 

process; the mechanisms that are at work are the same as 

those in many ordinary cases of believing and enacting, 

declaring intentions, making promises, explaining and jus

tifying" (p. 388-389). Basically, she says that SD is pos

sible because man does not live by rationality alone. Man 

also must adapt to his circumstances, and this requires 

action-guiding beliefs. "The motto of strict rationality 

is: 'Always correct beliefs in the light of available evi

dence and do not avow beyond capacities and intentions.' 

The motto of adaptivity is: 'Do not undermine tacit beliefs 

or specify indeterminate commitments unless absolutely 

necessary'" (1972, p. 402). 

When we act, we often use assertions of belief to 

perform a wide variety of speech acts besides that of 

speaking the truth. Because there is a large area of 

indeterminancy in such assertions, and because many action 

guiding beliefs are accepted uncritically and even pre-

consciously, SD is possible. Thus, the area that is a 

"rich seed-bed for self-deception" (1972, p. 390) accord

ing to Rorty is the set of those beliefs that neither we 

nor others, so far as we know, can justify. But as we are 

equally lacking strong reason to suppose them false, and 
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because they support crucial themes or habits, we resist 

giving them up. Such beliefs as these that we either 

give up or suspend judgment on, yet still find ourselves 

tempted to act on, lend themselves to akrasia, i.e., 

weakness of the will. 

Rorty (1972, p. 392) pointed out that it is some

times possible to bring something about simply by uttering 

an appropriate locution, i.e., a performative. 

When apparently false beliefs continue to be 
expressed in the face of all evidence, when 
declarations consistently fail to be enacted 
in appropriate circumstances, we suspect self-
deception. It is because indeterminate truths 
and declarations can be spoken with one's eye 
resolutely on their general appropriateness, 
keeping the details necessary for their specifi
cation or enactment out of focus, that we can 
believe and not believe, mean and not fully 
mean what we say, even in circumstances when it 
might be important to have the details in mind. 
This is most likely to occur when we have an 
interest in using a rough truth or an indeter
minate declaration to transform some aspect of 
our selves and our situations. 

Next Rorty (p. 393) analyzed the function of avowals as 

attempts at self-transformation. 

We are not, then, strangers to any of the raw 
materials of self-deception: they are operative 
in our normal beliefs and avowals. We are 
familiar with selective focusing and with inde-
terminancy,~ with declarations that are constative 
in intent, and with motives that can magnetize, 
confuse or deflect truth-bound beliefs, especially 
if they are indeterminate or tacit. Obviously 
any account of self-deception that aligns it with 
normal belief and declarations will have to show 
what makes self-deception distinctive, and assess 
its irrationality. 



11 

Then come six conditions of self-deception that 

"generally" hold, i.e., identify the most familiar type of 

SD. Rorty believed that no single list of necessary and 

sufficient conditions for SD can be given, because there 

are different types of SD and different strategies used to 

effect it. 

The following are her six conditions: 

1. S believes d. 

2. S does not believe d. 

3. S recognizes that it is not rational to believe and 

not to believe d, or to believe both d and not-d, and he 

recognizes that he does believe d and not-d, or that he 

believes and does not believe d. 

Rorty said this condition distinguishes SD from 

mere incompatible beliefs, or cases of being mistaken about 

one's beliefs. To be self-deceived, a person must ignore 

incompatible beliefs, rather than simply be unaware of 

them. 

4. S mistakenly believes that there is some strategy 

that enables him to reconcile his believing and not 

believing d, or his believing d and not-d. 

This condition, said Rorty, is required to dis

tinguish SD from awareness of incompatible beliefs together 

with inability or lack of knowledge as to which to give up. 

She also added that the third and fourth conditions are 

necessary, because one who is self-deceived is not only 
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deceived in his beliefs but also about his beliefs. He is 

deceived about them in such a way that he mistakenly denies 

that there is any conflict involved. But the denial is not 

an honest mistake. Rather the strategy mentioned in the 

fourth condition is hollow and caused instead of justified 

by his interests. 

5. S has an interest at stake in maintaining the 

rationality of believing and not believing d, or believing 

d and believing not-d. When traced back to its source, this 

interest is associated with preserving or changing his 

identity, the sort of person he is or conceives himself to 

be. It is because of this interest and not merely coinci-

dentally with it that the self-deceiver engages in the 

strategies of denying his conflicts. 

This condition, according to Rorty, separates self-

deception from other forms of irrationality and shows that, 

although error and conflict are embedded in SD, SD does not 

reduce to them. 

6. S is a normal observer, reasonably well informed, 

capable of drawing inferences, knows the language, etc. 

The intent of condition six is to state the virtual 

impossibility of establishing that the inarticulate, the 

ignorant, and the abnormal are self-deceived when they are. 

After she demythologized and rationalized self-

deception, Rorty (1972, p. 401) explained its irrationality 
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"Why cannot we recommend self-deception as a tactic in self-

improvement?, " since there are beneficial cases of SD. 

Illustrative of the latter point, she gave the case of the 

doctor dying of cancer. None should know better than he 

what his situation is, because he has specialized in cancer 

research. But he manages to ignore the truth, and while 

concentrating on his research, finds that he has seemingly 

incorporated into his personality unexpected capacities for 

love, friendship, tact, and humor. Were he not to be self-

deceived, he would be paralyzed by despair and melancholy. 

The Case of the Self-Deceived Doctor shows that 
individual instances of self-deception can be 
beneficial and perhaps in some sense rational or 
at least canny, but what we cannot conceive is 
that we should adopt a general practice of self-
deception, or that we could even consider that it 
could as a general rule be beneficial or adaptive. 
For hospitality to self-deception increases the 
possibility of conflict between the mottos of 
adaptivity and those of rationality (Rorty, p. 
402) . 

There is nothing intrinsically harmful about 
increasing the possibility of uncertainty and of 
conflicts between regulative mottos, but uncer
tainty and conflict tend to be time and energy 
consuming, to impede rather than increase adapt-
tivity. Furthermore, the mechanisms of corrigi-
bility—both for beliefs and for policies—must be 
kept in working order. When the need arises, we 
must be sure that we can focus on evidence we have 
ignored and to pay attention to the details that 
specify our generalized commitments. After all, 
focusing attention away from detail is different 
from freezing it away. Individual cases of self-
deception are harmful when the losses generated 
by keeping attention away from evidence are greater 
than the gains served by doing so. But it is just 
the capacity for these calculations that is 
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impaired by a general policy of being hospitable 
to self-deception (1972, p. 403). 

. . .  i t  c a n n o t  as a general rule be beneficial that 
the operations of the hands, head and heart be 
unavailable to one another, so that when it is 
necessary they can inform each other, correctively. 
(1972, p. 403). 

Rorty (1972, p. 403) claimed that the fact detailed 

in the last quoted partial sentence is not just a matter of 

prudence but rather a logical point. 

We could not have the concept of self-deception 
if we were complete latitudinarians: for the 
primacy of truth-orientation is necessary to acquire 
or teach the concept of non-deceptive belief. We 
could not even pick out deviations from belief, let 
alone identify some of them as beneficial, if belief 
weren't an integrative, truth magnetized proposi-
tional attitude. 

Earlier Rorty (1972, p. 402) had distinctly detailed 

the option of following the motto of strict rationality or 

that of adaptivity 

If we are strict constructionists about what counts 
as reasonable belief, we shall have to pay the 
explanatory cost of bridging the gap between certi
fied intellectual beliefs on the one hand, and 
action^guiding "beliefs" or adaptive canniness on 
the other. For although the latter would not, by 
strict standards, qualify as reasonable beliefs, 
they are in some sense informed, and corrigible by 
beliefs. By adopting this policy, we shall have 
no trouble explaining the reasonableness of tacit 
and indeterminate beliefs and declarations. If, 
however, we are latitudinarian, hospitable to the 
shadow areas of action-guiding beliefs, then we 
shall not find conflicts problematic, though the 
irrationality of self-deception may give us 
trouble. 
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Rorty (p. 409) concluded her article with a section 

dealing with the problem of the number of selves required 

for SD to occur. She claims that "individual biological 

persons constitute a multitude, with multitude conceptions 

of their identity, [essentially because] we acquire our 

conception of ourselves through awareness of others. She 

(1972, pp. 404-405) argues against the idea that a strong 

unity is necessary for the conception of a self and thus 

also SD by stating: 

second order policies need no more emanate from a 
single core than first order beliefs and desires, 
nor must they in actuality be any more consonant 
with one another. Whatever conflicts, dissonance, 
errors and deceptions may exist on the level of 
beliefs and desires, can also recur on the level 
of policy making, with an analogue of the gap 
between belief and action recurring as a gap 
between policy and its successful application in 
the ordering of desires and beliefs, de Sousa 
argues that the articulate self, "the Freudian 
reality principle in the service of survival" must 
dominate. But that phrase only papers over the 
chasm that has opened before us: the possibility 
that what is at the service of survival may not 
always coincide with what accords with the reality 
principle. 

In place of the strong kind of unity that de Sousa 

(1970, p. 318) claimed is necessary, Rorty (1972, p. 405) 

substituted the unity inherent in the "notion of a contin

uous body, an individual biological organism, with a history 

and determinate capacities ..." She continued, "... 

we need only presuppose the loose organization of a dis

tinctive biological organism, having as one of its 
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capacities, that of reflecting on its intellectual and 

adaptive operations." (1972, p. 406) 

Thus Rorty (1972, p. 406) argued against any "Strict 

Identity of the Ego" by asserting that although avowals pre

suppose a self, this self does not have to be whole or even 

united. "Deceptions in quest of transformation are often 

movements towards an integrated self that can be performed 

by one energetic aspect of a fractured self" (p. 404). SD 

is founded, Rorty (p. 405) stated, in the unity of the 

biological organism in which resides a multitude of fragment-

selves, and this "deep division is enough for self-

deception. " 

Another interesting account of self-deception is 

given by John Turk Saunders (1975), in the last paper he 

wrote before his death. Saunders claimed, correctly I 

believe, that Fingarette's account needs shoring up. 

Because Fingarette (1969, p. 64) claimed that in SD one is 

"actively, purposefully, skillfully engaged" Iin] 

"systematically keeping oneself from being explicitly 

conscious of something" (p. 66), Saunders (1975, p, 569) 

said that "M is (somehow) conscious of the q-aspects of 

his engagement, that he (somehow) knows that q, Iq-aspects 

are those aspects that are either equivalent to q or 

support or seem to M to support q, where q opposes the 

belief held in SD.] For such consciousness and such know

ledge are built into the very concept of this kind of 
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maneuvering." Saunders claimed that Fingarette thought 

that this kind of maneuvering is essential to SD. Since 

Fingarette also believed that after emerging from self-

deception, one often has the capacity to recall aspects of 

one's engagement about which one had deceived oneself, he 

must be committed to the idea that M was conscious and cog

nizant of those aspects of his engagement, because "it is a 

conceptual truth that one can recall aspects of one's pre

vious engagement only if one was (somehow) conscious of 

those aspects, only if one (somehow) knew about those 

aspects" (Saunders, 1975, p. 569). Thus claimed Saunders, 

even though Fingarette wished to move from knowledge-belief 

language to volition-action language in the analysis of 

self-deception, he did not succeed in avoiding the central 

paradox of self-deception of both knowing and not-knowing, 

or believing and not-believing. 

Saunders (1975) claimed to have corrected the flaw 

in Fingarette's otherwise sound account by distinguishing 

between strong and weak kinds of consciousness. 

To be S-conscious (conscious in the strong sense) 
of (an aspect of) one's engagement in the world 
is to be explicitly aware of it, to focus one's 
attention upon it. To be W-conscious (conscious 
in the weak sense) of (an aspect of) one's engage
ment in the world is to be aware of it but not to 
have it in the forefront of one's attention (pp. 
561-562). 

Since S-consciousness-that is just ordinary belief-
that the correlative criteria are such straight 
forward tests as,e.g,, "Does he affirm or deny 
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that he is angry?"; "Does he behave in a way 
typical of anger?" (p. 563). 

Thus L is S-conscious that r when L would readily 
affirm (at least to himself) that r, should appro
priate occasions arise (1975, p. 562). 

Since W-consciousness-that is an odd and non-
straight-forward belief-that, the correlative 
criteria are such nonordinary tests as e.g.: "What 
does he say and do under the influence of hypnosis 
or drugs?"; "What happens in free association?"; 
What slips of the tongue (or the hand) does he make?"; 
"Does he protest (boast, etc.) too much?"; "Does he 
after therapy (probing discussion, and upsetting 
incident, etc.), recall beliefs that he earlier had 
but could not admit to?" It is because of this con
trast in the two kinds of consciousness-that that in 
my definition of "W-conscious-that" I said "L is 
conscious, albeit nonexplicitly, that r." The 
force of "non-explicitly'f emerges in the foregoing 
contrast of criteria: Being nonexplicitly conscious 
that r, L will not make his belief that r explicit 
(even to himself), and so if we are to discover that 
he believes r we must employ nonordinary tests 
(p. 563). 

Thus L is W-conscious that r when L would not affirm 
(even to himself) that r, even though the occasions 
ordinarily thought of as appropriate should arise 
. . . (p. 562). 

With this, Saunders (1975, p. 564) has dissolved the 

paradox. 

The appearance of self-contradiction is gone. No 
longer does it seem that we must say that M both 
believes and does not believe each of p, g; nor 
that M both knows and does not know each of £, c[; 
nor that M both is and is not conscious that £ 
(and that c[) ; nor even that M both is and is not 
conscious of the p-aspects (and also the c[-aspects) 
of his engagement. For we have eliminated the initial 
ambiquity of the relevant terms ("believe" "know" 
"conscious that," aware that," conscious of") by 
distinguishing a strong and a weak sense of each. 
This done, it is clear that there just is no self-
contradiction in saying "M W-believes q, although M 
does not S-believe c£; M W-believes not p, although 
M S-believes £ and does not S-believe not p; M is 
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W-concious of the g-aspects of his engagement, 
although, M is not (indeed M refuses to become) 
S-conscious of the q-aspects of his engagement; M 
is W-conscious of the not-p-aspects of his enqagement, 
although M is S-conscious of the £-aspects of his 
engagement and is not (indeed refuses to become) 
S-conscious of the not-p aspects of his engagement"; 
and so on. 

Lastly, Saunders noted appropriately that mere S- & W-

consciousness of opposing beliefs is not sufficient for 

the ascription of SD, for a self-deceiver must also resist 

becoming conscious of aspects of his engagement of which 

he is only W-conscious. And, most importantly for my pur

poses, Saunders (pp. 567-568) said, 

It may be wondered how self-deception as I have 
characterized could ever take place. "How," it 
may be asked "can a self-deceiver, refuse to become 
S-conscious of the g-aspects of his engagement and 
resist becoming S-conscious that £ unless M has 
already permitted himself to be S-conscious of the 

g-aspects of his engagement and admitted himself to e S-conscious that q?" "Must M not already be 
focused upon the q-aspects and admitted to himself 
that o[ in order for M to be assiduously involved in 
averting his attention from the q-aspects in resist
ing S-consciousness-that g?" No, such obvious 
recognition and admission is not required for self-
deception. It is enough that M be W-conscious of 
the g-aspects and that M be W-conscious that g. 
For we humans are such sensitive and capable organ
isms that even remote and nonexplicit awareness 
regarding something we feel the need to avoid is 
sufficient to trigger our artful defensive reac
tions. To think otherwise is to underestimate our 
enormous capacity for self-manipulation, and it is 
to burlesque the ingenious process of self-deception: 
as though the self-deceiver first scrutinizes the 
threatening g-aspects of his engagement and then 
fears to brook none of this nonsense, announcing to 
himself, "I'll have none of it." Rather, we humans 
are so adept at self-deception that we can go into 
action on a moment's notice, at the merest hint of 
a threat, without deliberating on our course of 
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action. Were it otherwise, self-deception would not 
be the subtle and ingenious process that we know it 
to be (p. 568). 

In several articles written about SD, Bela Szabados 

(1971, 1974a, 1974b). criticized other views of SD, stated 

his own theory of it, distinguished it from wishful thinking, 

and claimed that it is not always immoral. In "Self-

deception" (1974) he summarized and rejected several views 

as follows. 

Raphael Demos (1960) cashed out SD by citing two 

levels of awareness, simple awareness on the one hand and 

awareness with attending or noticing on the other hand. 

Thus, the paradox of opposing beliefs is dissolved by chan

neling one of the conflicting beliefs to simple awareness 

without noticing and the other to awareness that includes 

attending to and noticing. Szabados claimed that Demos 

avoided Fingarette's mistaken charge against him of failing 

to separate SD from commonplace inconsistency of beliefs by 

his explicit statement "the not-noticing is not something 

that happens to one but may come about because I may 

deliberately ignore it, or because I do not wish to think 

about it" (Szabados, 1974a, p. 53). Szabados further 

claimed Demos's account has two flaws. First, if the self-

deceiver deliberately ignores the unwanted belief, then 

. . . the required notion of consciousness without 
attention does not appear to be intelligible. It 
seems that whatever would count as a reason for 
ascribing to the self-deceiver consciousness of the 
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unwanted belief would have to count as a reason 
for saying of him that he has noticed or attended 
to that belief. If this is so then the paradox 
that Demos was anxious to avoid reappears in his 
own account (Szabados, 1974, pp. 53-54). 

Second^ Demos has failed to distinguish SD from ordinary 
I 

other-deckption 

According to Demos, "the belief and disbelief are 
simultaneous and both exist in the consciousness 
of the person" who is deceiving himself. Now 
if such a person deliberately ignores one of these 
beliefs he may simply be trying to deceive someone 
else; being conscious of both he decides to give 
expression only to one; he speaks the truth to 
give expression only to one; he speaks the truth 
but not the whole truth (Szabados 1974a, p. 54). 

Next Szabados considers Penelhum's (1964) account. 

Penelhum (p. 88) agreed that SD is a conflict state in which 

the person "does partially satisfy the criteria for belief 

and also those for disbelief." Szabados (1974a) said this 

account will not do because it fails to distinguish the mere 

liar from the self-deceiver. It also fails to specify the 

kind of conflict state that SD is as opposed to other 

conflict states such as "mere vacillation, hesitation or 

half-belief" (p. 54). 

Furthermore, there are people who believe in the 
face of strong evidence, who know the evidence 
and recognize its import and yet we would not 
speak of them as self-deceived. They know the 
evidence and they admit or are prepared to admit 
its existence; they, furthermore, see the signifi
cance of the evidence—for they are prepared to 
admit that a rational man would believe the con
trary of what they believe. What we seem to have 
in such cases is a self-consciously irrational 
belief to which the subject clings in spite of 
the doubts and misgivings occasionally generated 
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by strong evidence. These people are prepared 
to admit the irrationality of their belief and 
yet cling to it. This is not what typically 
happens in self deception (p. 54). 

From here Szabados examined the article by Canfield 

and Gustavson (1962), who contended that all that happens 

in SD is that the person believes something under "belief-

adverse circumstances," which is to say "circumstances such 

that the evidence the person in question has does not war

rant belief in p" (Szabados, 1974, p. 58). Here the objec

tion made by Szabados is that SD is not differentiated from 

ignorance or stupidity or faith. 

The next target of attack is Fingarette (1969). He 

has tried to avoid the paradoxes of SD by instituting a 

model for it in which the concept of belief is not central. 

Futhermore, SD is to be viewed not as a state but as an 

action. It is Szabados's contention that not only is the 

concept of belief central to the analysis of SD but also 

that Fingarette's account failed to avoid the paradoxes, 

essentially because attitudes and emotions that figure as 

objects of SD have a cognitive core. There are three 

forms in which Fingarette's account can be put in which 

either its paradoxes or difficulties arise, according to 

Szabados. First, the person in SD both spells out his 

engagement and does not spell it out. Second, the self-

deceived person is both able and unable to spell out his 

engagement. On this point, Szabados quoted Fingarette 
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(1969), . . he is unable (by virtue of his tacit commit

ment) to spell his engagement out to himself or to anyone 

else. This inability to spell-out is not a lack of skill 

or strength, it is the adherence to a policy (tacitly) 

adopted." 

Also, Szabados noted that the self-deceiver's 

ability to spell out is not strict, as it would be in the 

case of a person suffering from delusion or idee fixe or 

deeply rooted anxieties. Rather the self-deceiver is able 

to spell out but simply will not do so. 

The third formulation of Fingarette's account, 

according to Szabados, blurs the distinction once again 

between self- and other-deception, because the man in SD 

may well be conscious of his policies and omissions that 

make up the SD, as well as being aware of his self-covering 

ploy. If such a description as this were accurate then 

obviously it is difficult to distinguish SD from a des

cription of a mere liar. 

Before proceeding with Szabados's account, let me 

examine his criticism of Fingarette. In my opinion, 

Szabados failed to resurrect the paradoxes in Fingarette's 

account, a task accomplished demonstrably well by John 

Turk Saunders. In Szabados's (1974a, p. 58) first formu

lated paradox, all he did was to point out that "the self-

deceived woman does spell-out her engagement—her belief 

that her son is a good boy—when he is really a scoundrel." 
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But as she is a self-dfeceiver, she really believes that he 

is a scoundrel, and this, of course, she does not spell out. 

It is most difficult to see the paradox in this, although 

Szabados claimed to. What she spells out and what she does 

not spell out, are two different beliefs, and according 

to Fingarette's (1969, p. 40) definition of engagement, 

which is "what someone does or what he undergoes as a human 

subject," it is possible to call them two different engage

ments, even though they are obviously connected. Since the 

paradox is resurrected only if the two beliefs are the same 

engagement, Szabados's claim does not get off the ground. 

And in his second formulated paradox, Szadados can 

succeed in regenerating the paradox only by misconstruing 

the sense of "unable" that Fingarette uses. Here, as 

Fingarette explained (Fingarette, 1969, p. 62), the "unable" 

does not mean a genuine inability, but rather adherence to 

a policy, just as when Martin Luther and Galileo did not 

recant it did not mean that they were actually unable to 

recant by speaking the words "I recant," but rather to do 

so would violate moral principles that each regarded as 

constitutive of himself, and to recant those principles 

would entail not being the same self as he was. So one 

can say of Luther or Galileo that "He was unable to recant," 

but not certainly that he was not able to speak the words. 

For the paradox to gain new life, the "unable" must be a 
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a genuine inability, not just a policy tacitly adhered to 

that keeps the ability at bay. 

Lastly, Szabados's third formulation blurred the 

distinction between self- and other-deception only for those 

who do not hold that self-deception involves contradictory 

beliefs; Szabados ultimately did not. Those who do can 

distinguish the mere liar from the self-deceiver, by saying 

the liar does not believe his lie, but the self-deceiver 

does believe his statement. When the liar is taken in by 

his lie, then he is no longer a mere liar but also a self-

deceiver. 

Proceeding with his constructive account of SD, 

Szabados first distinguished wishful thinking from SD. In 

an article entitled "Wishful Thinking and Self-deception," 

Szabados (1970) followed the lead of Patrick Gardiner 

(1970) in maintaining that in SD, as well as in wishful 

thinking, the person would not hold the belief he does hold 

in the absence of the suspect motives ascribed to him. 

Furthermore, Szabados stated that if someone can be cor

rectly said to be in a state of SD, then the relevant 

proposition he believes must be false and that this belief 

is held without good reason. 

Returning now to Szabados's (1974a) article "Self-

deception," one discovers that he contended that both the 

wishful thinker and the self-deceiver hold a belief because 

they want to, but 
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the man who indulges in a piece of wishful thinking 
does not "rationalize," does not engage in the exer
cise of pseudo-rationality that is characteristic 
of the self-deceiver (p. 60). 

The person to whom we ascribe wishful thinking does 
not pervert the procedures whereby we establish truth 
and falsehood. When evidence is brought before him 
that conflicts with his belief, he will, perhaps 
reluctantly, acknowledge it as counting against his 
belief. Thus, a crucial point of dissimilarity 
between wishful thinking and self-deceit is that in 
self-deceit the evidence is against the belief held. 
Once this is pointed out to the person involved and 
if he proceeds to resist, by ingenious tactics, the 
natural implications of the evidence, we feel that 
he is self-deceived (p. 61). 

There isn't the least temptation to speak of "know
ledge" in connection with the wishful thinker. Why 
is this? The reason for this has to do with the 
fact that the self-deceiver fulfills one of the con
ditions for knowledge: . . . while the mere wishful 
thinker does not have such grounds. Now, we speak 
of the self-deceiver's knowledge with qualification, 
never sans phrase, because certain conditions essen
tial for full-blooded knowledge do not obtain in his 
case. A man who is properly said to know that £, 
takes the evidence that he has for £ as grounds for 
£. The self-deceiver does no such thing. Prompted 
partly by non-truth-centered considerations, he 
proceeds to explain away and reinterpret the evi
dence to satisfy some emotional need. In view of 
this, it is equally natural to say "He doesn't 
really know that £". (p. 61) 

Szabados (1974a, p. 62) quoted D. W. Hamlyn and H. O. 

Mounce (1971, pp. 45-46) 

that the self-deceiver does not really make himself 
ignorant of what he knows, and that the state 
self-deception is not incompatible with knowing 
what one is up to and therefore with knowing the 
facts in question. The ignorance is in effect as-
it-were-ignorance. 

but claimed also that the knowledge of the self-deceiver is 

also an as-it-were-knowledge, because it is "a distorted 
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form of real knowledge and his ignorance is a distorted 

form of real ignorance"(1974a, p. 62). Further quoting 

Hamlyn and Mounce (Szabados, 1974a, p. 62), unless "the 

self-deceiver is not really ignorant of what he is doing 

then he is a case not of self-deception but of a man who 

knows but simply pretends not to. Szabados claimed that 

neither ignorance nor knowledge need literally be involved 

in SD. But to point out that the person in SD partially 

satisfies the criteria for knowledge as well as ignorance 

is by itself an inadequate account of SD. With this one 

approaches the heart of Szabados's account. First, belief 

is literally involved in SD, and second, SD involves but 

does not wholly consist of actions. 

To say of someone that he is self-deceived is not 
merely to say that he is in a certain state of mind 
but it also involves an appraisal as to how he got 
himself into that state of mind and how he sustains 
himself in it. To leave out the procedures whereby 
the self-deceiver gets himself, makes himself 
believe something, is to leave out an essential 
feature of self-deception. It is to ignore that 
self-deception contains essentially intentional or 
deliberate elements—actions—but, of course, is 
not wholly made up of these. These elements are 
best seen in the self-deceiver's reaction to the 
evidence brought against his cherished belief—a 
feature we might call "quasi-rationality" (Szabados, 
1974a, p. 64). 

These "procedures" represent the dynamics of SD, 

which most philosophers have neglected due to their 

approaching SD as a problematic mental state. Szabados 

took from Clifford (1879, pp. 177-178) the example of 
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the shipowner, who manages to overcome his reflection that 

his ship is old and really needs to be overhauled and 

refitted. In the beginning of his deliberations, the ship

owner is genuinely of two minds. Szabados contended that the 

shipowner presently believes both that the ship is seaworthy 

and that it is not. But once the shipowner has suppressed 

his doubts and acquired a sincere and comfortable conviction, 

the shipowner no longer has opposing beliefs. 

It is important to notice that one is not even 
tempted to describe the self-deceived shipowner 
in "paradoxical" ways like "He both believes and 
does not believe that the ship is seaworthy." 
He fulfills all the criteria that, one might sup
pose, are essential for a case of full-blooded 
believing. Roughly speaking these are, I think 
three: (1) a psychological criterion, (2) a 
behavioral criterion, and (3) a "logical" criterion 
Our man has a feeling of conviction that £ and 
thus he fulfills the criterion I referred to as 
"psychological." He is disposed to act and speak 
as if £ is true and thus he fulfills the behavioral 
criterion. He produces reasons for £ when chal
lenged and thus he fulfills what I have referred 
to as the "logical" criterion. Now this is cer
tainly not the belief that our man ought to have. 
But surely it.is a belief that he does have. We 
have seen that philosophers have thought that there 
is a "doxastic" paradox involved in self-deception; 
that the self-deceived person both believes and 
does not believe that £. But this is to misdes-
cribe the person who has deceived himself. There 
seem to be no good reasons for saying that our 
shipowner, once he has deceived himself, believes 
that the ship is not seaworthy. It is quite obvious 
that he believes, viz., that the ship is seaworthy. 
(Szabados, 1974a, p. 64). 

Szabados made three further comments in this 

article that are of interest to me. First, he stated that 

it is wrong to speak of SD as applicable to basic 
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perceptions; rather, here it is proper to speak of halluci

nations, perceptual distortions, and impairment of percep

tual organs. 

Suppose that a housewife wants a refrigerator 
very badly, and fears the consequences of not 
having one. Suppose, further, that she claims 
to see one in her kitchen and behaves as if there 
were one. Surely, it would be quite out of place 
to speak of self-deception here. In self-deception 
there is the manipulation and twisting of the 
evidence at the level of inference and reasoning. 
There is no such possibility with regard to certain 
"basic" propositions and perceptual beliefs. 
(Szabados, 1974a, p. 66). 

Second, he believed that philosophers' tendency to 

claim that the evidence must be overwhelmingly against the 

proposition that a person deceives himself into believing 

is itself misguided. Rather, in many typical cases of SD 

the evidential situation is not clear-cut, and once it 

becomes so, the person often admits to having deceived 

himself. 

Third, Szabados explained that the notion of 

"wanting to believe" that he used in analyzing wishful 

thinking and SD is to be worked out in the case of the 

self-deceiver as meaning that the person not only wants to 

believe something but also wants the truth of the belief. 

In his article "The Morality of Self-deception," 

(1974b, p. 34) Szabados argued that "Morality cannot be 

reduced merely to respect for rationality and truth." He 

believed that no normally sensitive and reasonable person 
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could buy the view that it is always immoral to deceive 

oneself. He attacked this view by means of common counter

examples to both utilitarian and deontological theories, 

demonstrating that there are clear cases of SD having good 

consequences as well as cases where our moral intuitions 

weigh against the strict pursuit of deontological.rules. 

More interesting for me, however, were his following 

contentions. 

Noting Fingarette's (1969, p. 138) claim that SD 

is "always a spiritual failure" based on "spiritual 

cowardice, lack of spiritual courage," he differed by 

citing the example of a woman whose son has probably died. 

Now it seems to me that to say of the woman who 
deceives herself that her son is still alive, 
that she is a "spiritual failure" is to say some
thing mystifying. For one might ask what has 
"spirituality" to do with this? Nothing I can 
see. (Szadados, 1974b, p. 29). 

. . . the woman might be said to have failed in 
her regard and respect for the truth; or she 
might be said to have failed because she, by 
deceiving herself, betrayed herself as a rational 
agent. As to the suggestion that the person in 
self-deception has no concern or respect for the 
truth and for truthfulness—this, if asserted in 
this bold and sweeping way, is misleading. It 
leaves the impression that the self-deceiver 
deliberately and with full consciousness shuns 
the truth and asserts what is false in order to 
have certain benefits accrue to him. But this 
is so far indistinguishable from mere other-
deception. It is important to keep in mind that 
the person in self-deception doesn't really know 
the truth; that he believes what he believes to 
be true. In view of this, the charge of cowardice, 
or lack of courage has no clear application to 
the self-deceiver. For to say that someone is a 
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coward involves that the person in question fully 
sees the danger or difficulty. But this does not 
seem to obtain clearly in self-deception. (1974b, 
pp. 29-30). 

Paradoxically perhaps, Szabados (1974b) after all 

that, said something I will return to later in my criticism. 

"But it is important to notice that we should think that it 

would be better for the woman if she could face the truth" 

(p. 31) . 

He did raise one very important question in con

nection with the example. This is the question of whether 

SD is under one's voluntary control, since one cannot choose 

or decide to believe, the way one can choose or decide to 

go for a walk. Szabados claimed that one cannot ascribe 

full knowledge and will to the self-deceiver, for this 

would erase the distinction between SD and other-deception, 

but since "... the shipowner is free to discern the 

character of his motive which accounts for his manipulation 

of the evidence and the stifling of his well-grounded 

doubts about the condition of the ship" (1974, p. 33) r 

people should still be held responsible for having deceived 

themselves. 

With this, I have finished my account of the 

principal analytic views of SD and now move on to the 

accounts given by Sartre, Freud, and Kierkegaard. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE THEORIES OF KIERKEGAARD, FREUD, AND SARTRE 

In this chapter I discuss the three main classical 

writers on self-deception. Kierkegaard and Sartre were 

alike in giving little philosophical analysis about pre

cisely how SD takes place. Their interest in SD is not so 

much how it takes place but rather that it takes place. 

The moral perspective in their world views is so all-

encompassing as to shove into the background all other pos

sible perspectives. SD is never discussed by either Sartre 

or Kierkegaard in such a way as to permit it to be a minor 

phenomenon in a perhaps unimportant area of one's life. 

Rather from their world view SD and the consequent refusal 

to face ourselves and take responsibility for our lives is 

the central moral malaise which afflicts all of us. The 

phenomenon of SD thus become in some sense the central 

human problem for Sartre and Kierkegaard. Thus, for these 

two writers above all others, SD played the crucial role 

of being the fulcrum point for the evaluation of the rest 

of one's moral life. 

Freud, on the other hand, presented us with a very 

elaborate mechanism detailing how SD occurs. He did this 

in such a way as to continuously play down guilt and blame. 

32 
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His view stands most directly opposed to Sartre's claim 

that consciousness possesses both unity and transparency. 

Kierkegaard occupied a standpoint somewhere between 

Sartre and Freud, for he did not believe that consciousness 

is already unitary and transparent, but that rather this 

must be achieved. However, he was much more condemning of 

his fellow man than is Freud and far more likely to attach 

moral blame to the actions of men. In this tendency to 

assess blame he resembled Sartre, who vigorously attacked 

the psychoanalytic attempt to dismiss or place a reduced 

emphasis on the conscious intent to self-deceive. 

Kierkegaard 

About Kierkegaard one might say without overstate

ment that he took a very serious approach to life. The 

intensity of the moral feeling that he projected into his 

writing is reminiscent of Nietzsche. His fervor of expres

sion approached a kind of preaching. I believe that it is 

because of this, i.e., the intensity of his inner life as 

well as the strong conceptual connections between double-

mindedness, i.e., SD, and other important concepts in his 

"system" that caused him to regard SD in such a strong 

moral light. 

The other morally loaded terms in Kierkegaard's 

thought that bear a strong conceptual connection to SD 

are the concept of individuality, "passionate choice", 
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and "willing the good", which for Kierkegaard (1956, p. 55) 

required a personal relationship to God. "The person who 

wills one thing that is not the Good, he does not truly 

will one thing. It is a delusion, an illusion, a deception, 

a self-deception that he wills only one thing. For in his 

innermost being he is, he is bound to be, double-minded." 

This quotation demonstrates a marked difference between 

the analytic view of SD and Kierkegaard. For him it is 

conceptually impossible for an evil man not to be in a 

continuous state of SD. Furthermore, Kierkegaard did seem 

to believe that SD either creates a kind of sub-self or is 

logically equivalent to having a sub-self, i.e., not 

being a unity. 

Or can you think of anything more frightful than 
that it might end with your nature being resolved 
into a multiplicity, that you really might become 
many, become, like those unhappy demoniacs, a 
legion, and you thus would have lost the inmost 
and holiest thing of all in man, the unifying 

,7 power of personality. Truly, you should not jest 
' with that which to a certain degree prevents him 

from becoming perfectly transparent to himself; 
he may be so inexplicably woven into relationships 
of life which extend far beyond himself, that he 
almost cannot reveal himself. But he who cannot 
reveal himself cannot love, and he who cannot 
love is the most unhappy man of all (Bretall, 
1946, p. 100). 

Kierkegaard's universe was entirely a moral universe. 

I suspect that for him every question was a moral question. 

In the ultimate idealized state of moral perfection many 

concepts come together or are shown to be the same concept. 
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have purity of heart, which is to will one thing, which is 

to possess a psychological unity, which is to really be an 

"individual," which is not to identify with the "crowd" 

either emotionally or with its values, which is to make 

"passionate" choices, which is to be genuinely "subjective, 

which is to possess and even be the truth. Ultimately it 

is not possible to separate the categories of good/evil 

from those of truth/falsity. 

The talk asks you, then, whether you live in such 
a way that you are conscious of being an "indivi-
ual." . . . This consciousness is the fundamental 
condition for truthfully willing only one thing. 
For he who is not himself a unity is never really 
anything wholly and decisively; he only exists in 
an external sense—as long as he lives as a numeral 
within the crowd, a fraction within the earthly 
conglomeration (Kierkegaard, 1956, p. 184). 

Or do you press yourself into the crowd, where the 
one excuses himself with the others, where at one 
moment there are, so to speak, many, and where in 
the next moment, each time that the talk touches 
upon responsibility, there is no one? Do you 
judge like the crowd, in its capacity as a crowd? 
. . . [Y]ou have spoiled your soul by joining in 
this frivolous and thoughtless judging, because 
the others, because the many judged thoughtlessly. 
You will be asked only whether you may not have 
ruined the best within you by joining the crowd 
in its defiance, thinking that you were many and 
therefore you had the prerogative, because you 
were many who were wrong. . . . Truth is content 
to be a unity (Kirkegaard, 1956, pp. 189-190). 

Only in subjectivity is there decision, to seek 
objectivity is to be in error. It is the passion 
of the infinite that is the decisive factor and 
not its content, for its content is precisely 
itself. In this manner subjectivity and the 
subjective "how" constitute the truth. . . . 
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An objective uncertainty held fast in an appro
priation-process of the most passionate inward
ness is the truth, the highest truth attainable 
for an existing individual (Bretall, 1946, p. 214) . 

This is not the place to attempt to make sense of 

Kirkegaard's intricate world view, if indeed that can be 

done. Rather, let me note what is relevant for my purposes 

in his view of SD. Clearly Kirkegaard cannot be said to 

belong to the camp of those theorists who hold that SD is 

strictly a matter of knowledge and belief. For Kierkegaard 

SD was a matter of the heart, always requiring an act of 

will. Thus he agreed with Fingarette's claim that SD is to 

be cashed out in volition/action language. Further, SD 

always incurs moral blame, in spite of the fact that con

sciousness does not ever seem to begin in a state of trans

parency and unity. Even though Kierkegaard recognizes the 

high probability and ease with which men fall into the 

view of the "crowd" and the consequent acceptance of mass 

values, SD is seen as a matter of voluntary control, and 

this is the deciding factor. 

Lastly, Kierkegaard did believe that SD involves 

the existence of sub-selves. Let us now examine the view 

of Freud. 

Freud 

Freud's great contribution was to see a pattern 

in certain behavior which heretofore was thought to be 
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random, e.g., in the parapraxes, dreams, and neuroses. In 

revealing these patterns he introduced the idea that most 

of our psychological life proceeds in unconscious fashion. 

Out of the interplay of the trinity of ego, id, and super

ego, of which only part of the ego is conscious, arise in 

mechanical fashion various elaborate forms of defense, 

e.g., repression, displacement, distortion, symbolization, 

regression, etc. Some forms of defense apply to both the 

realms of dreams and neuroses. No theorist except Freud 

would count dreams as an area for SD, but he does, since the 

unconscious defenses play a role even there. 

For my purposes, all the various methods of defense 

may be lumped together under the most general and all 

inclusive term of repression, because what is crucial about 

all the forms of defense is that they occur unconsciously. 

As Freud (1960, pp. 294-295) said, 

Let us therefore compare the system of the uncon
scious to a large entrance hall, in which the 
mental impulses jostle one another like separate 
individuals. Adjoining this entrance hall there 
is a second, narrower, room—a kind of drawing-
room—in which consciousness, too, resides. But 
on the threshold between these two rooms a watch
man performs his function; he examines the diffe
rent mental impulses, acts as a censor, and will 
not admit them into the drawing-room if they dis
please him. . . . The impulses in the entrance 
hall of the unconscious are out of sight of the 
conscious, which is in the other room; to begin 
with they must remain unconscious. If they have 
already pushed their way forward to the threshold 
and have been turned back by the watchman then 
they are inadmissible to consciousness; we speak 
of them as repressed. 
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It is a very different matter if we suppose that 
the same impulse is subjected to repression. In 
that case it would retain its energy and no memory 
of it would remain behind; moreover the process of 
repression would be accomplished unnoticed by the 
ego. . . (Freud, 1966, p. 294). 

We must now form more definite ideas about this 
process of repression. It is the precondition 
for the construction of symptoms. . . . The con
struction of a symptom is a substitute for some
thing else that did not happen. Some particular 
mental processes should normally have developed 
to a point at which consciousness received informa
tion of them. This, however, did not take place, 
and instead—out of the interrupted processes, 
which had been somehow disturbed and were obliged 
to remain unconscious—the symptoms emerged 
(Freud, 1966, p. 280). 

These passages make it clear that in Freud's view, 

both the impetus as well as the entire carrying out of SD 

takes place unconsciously. What this means is that Freud 

is not aligned with those theorists of SD who accept that 

its fundamental analysis shall be in terms of knowledge/ 

belief. Rather, Herbert Fingarette has given what I regard 

as an excellent criticism of Freudian doctrine that 

demonstrates just how much Freud belongs to the volition/ 

action view of SD (to be described later in Chapter 4), 

as well as detailing precisely what SD consists of in 

Freudian terminology. 

Let us suppose that the defensive rejection of 
an impulse is designed not merely to inhibit its 
expression but characteristically to "hide" its 
existence. But from whom or what is the impulse 
to be hidden? . . . But where shall we locate the 
inner "victim" of this secretiveness? Is the 
impulse to be hidden from the id? This makes no 
sense, for it is the impulse of the id. Is it to 
be hidden from the super-ego? No, for it is 
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typically the superego which perceives the emerging 
id derivatives, and which typically initiates the 
defence by inducing anxiety in the ego. Is the 
impulse to be hidden from the ego? Surely not, for 
the ego is by definition that "agency" which takes 
into account both the impulse and the conflicting 
superego demands, and which then designs and exe
cutes the defensive manoeuvre. Futhermore since 
the impulse remains active in the id, defence is 
a continuing process; the ego must therefore remain 
continuously cognizant of all relevant factors if 
defence is to succeed. However, if nothing relevant 
is "hidden" from id, ego, or superego, what is the 
point of keeping anything from being conscious? 
(Fingarette, 1969, p. 115). 

What Fingarette has shown is that the split of the 

psyche involved in SD makes little sense in terms of a 

split between the conscious and unconscious merely, or even 

between the ego, driven by the super-ego, and the id. 

Rather, in Freudian terminology, the psychic split involved 

in SD must be the actual creation of another "ego-nucleus" 

around which everything which would imply an acceptance of 

the idea rejected by the highly elaborate ego would subse

quently collect. I believe that Fingarette's criticisms of 

Freud are important for my purposes for three reasons. 

First, it demonstrates how SD is an act of creation, 

an act of will far exceeding mere concern with knowledge/ 

belief, and how defense is a dynamic concept. 

Second, it details how SD involves the arising of 

a kind of sub-self, making it far clearer that SD dramati

cally violates the notion of unity of consciousness, a 
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concept of considerable importance to both Sartre and 

Kierkegaard. 

Third, it highlights and then rightly resolves a 

difficulty of Freud's. The difficulty is this: The 

unconscious, the source of all SD for Freud, is supposedly 

dominated by primary processes, i.e., processes in which 

spatial, temporal, and causal relations are ignored. Not 

only does the beginning and maintaining of SD sometimes 

require extremely subtle reasoning, but also the complex of 

ideas which constitute the SD sometimes possess a very 

strong internal logical coherence. The unconscious alone, 

without the benefit of the conscious mind's abilities, 

seems incapable of this logical subtlety. Fingarette's 

explanation of what he suspects are Freud's later views 

about SD makes clear that the unconscious can make use of 

the conscious mind's greater logical abilities to assist 

in the repression process. This can happen because the 

repression itself involves the creation of another ego 

nucleus, which thus will have access to the secondary pro

cesses of the conscious mind and not just the primary pro

cesses of the unconscious. I believe that this is an 

important insight into the dynamics of defense—one which 

I will incorporate into my own theory as later developed. 

Finally, in regard to Freud, it is because he saw 

SD as taking place totally unconsciously, beyond our volun

tary control that he does not view SD in a morally 
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condemning light, as did both Kierkegaard and Sartre. SD 

was for Freud a phenomenon which most often causes human 

suffering, and is thus to be alleviated rather than judged. 

Sartre 

Sartre was nothing if not an extreme believer in 

the thesis that we each bear individual responsibility for 

what we are. The man who rejected the existence of God 

for fear of permitting the possibility that human responsi 

bility might be diminished if a Creator gave us our basic 

character, thus making the Creator in some sense respon

sible for what we are, would not hesitate to reject the 

unconscious for similar reasons. Sartre (1956, pp. 50-51) 

vehemently attacks the Freudian attempt to splinter con

sciousness into various autonomous pieces. 

By the distinction between the "id" and the "ego," 
Freud has cut the psychic whole into two. I am 
the ego but I am not the id. I hold no privileged 
position in relation to my unconscious psyche. 
. . . Thus psychoanalysis substitutes for the 
notion of bad faith, the idea of a lie without a 
liar; it allows me to understand how it is possi
ble for me to be lied to without lying to myself 
since it places me in the same relation to myself 
that the other is in respect to me; it replaces 
the duality of the deceiver and the deceived, the 
essential condition of the lie, by that of the 
"id" and the "ego." 

Against the Freudian view, Sartre (1956, p. 49) 

juxtaposed his own 

Thus the duality of the deceiver and the deceived 
does not exist here. Bad faith on the contrary 
implies in essence the unity of a single conscious
ness. . . . [B]ad faith does not come from outside 
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to human reality. One does not undergo his bad 
faith; one is not infected with it; it is not a 
state. But consciousness affects itself with bad 
faith. There must be an original intention and 
a project of bad faith; this project implies a 
comprehension of bad faith as such and a pre-
reflective apprehension (of) consciousness as 
affecting itself with bad faith. It follows first 
that the one to whom the lie is told and the one 
who lies are one and the same person, which means 
that I must know in my capacity as deceiver the 
truth which is hidden from me in my capacity as 
the one deceived. Better yet I must know the 
truth very exactly in order to conceal it more 
carefully—and this not at two different moments, 
which at a pinch would allow us to reestablish a 
semblance of duality—but in the unitary structure 
of a single project. 

Sartre (1956) argued that Freud has failed to elim

inate the need for a consciousness fully aware of what it is 

Psychoanalysis has not gained anything for us 
since in order to overcome bad faith, it has 
established between the unconscious and the con
sciousness an autonomous consciousness in bad faith 
(p. 53). 

If we reject the language and the materialistic 
mythology of psychoanalysis, we perceive that the 
censor in order to apply its activity with discern
ment must know what it is repressing. In fact if 
we abandon all the metaphors representing the 
repression as the impact of blind forces, we are 
compelled to admit that the censor must choose 
and in order to choose must be aware of so doing. 
... In a word how could the censor discern the 
impulses needing to be repressed without being 
conscious of discerning them? How can we conceive 
of a knowledge which is ignorant of itself? To 
know is to know that one knows, said Alain. Let 
us say rather: All knowing is consciousness of 
knowing. Thus the resistance of the patient 
implies on the level of the censor an awareness 
of the thing repressed as such, a comprehension 
of the end toward which the questions of the 
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psychoanalyst are leading, and an act of synthetic 
connection by which it compares the truth of the 
repressed complex to the psychoanalytic hypothesis 
which aims at it. These various operations in 
their turn imply that the censor is conscious (of) 
itself. But what type of self-consciousness can 
the censor have? It must be the consciousness (of) 
being conscious of the drive to be repressed, but 
precisely in order not to be conscious of it. What 
does this mean if not that the censor is in bad 
faith? (pp. 52-53). 

I believe that Sartre's criticism of the Freudian 

censor is essentially correct, and later in Chapter 5 I 

state specifically why. Let me now turn to an example of 

SD that Sartre discussed. This example seems to make quite 

clear how much Sartre is committed to a knowledge/belief 

account of SD, as well as the extent to which consciousness 

in full knowledge of the significance of its action projects 

itself into bad faith. 

Take the example of a woman who has consented to 
go out with a particular man for the first time. 
She knows very well the intentions which the man 
who is speaking to her cherishes regarding her. 
She knows also that it will be necessary sooner 
or later for her to make a decision. But she does 
not want to realize the urgency; she concerns her
self only with what is respectful and discreet in 
the attitude of her companion. . . . This is 
because she does not quite know what she wants. 
She is profoundly aware of the desire which she 
inspires, but the desire cruel and naked would 
humiliate and horrify her. . . . But then suppose 
he takes her hand. This act of her companion 
risks changing the situation by calling for an 
immediate decision. To leave the hand there is 
to consent in herself to flirt, to engage herself. 
To withdraw it is to break the troubled and 
unstable harmony which gives the hour its charm. 
The aim is to postpone the moment of decision as 
long as possible. We know what happens next; 
the young woman leaves her hand there, but she 
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does not notice that she is leaving it. She does 
not notice because it happens by chance that she 
is at this moment all intellect. ... We shall 
say that this woman is in bad faith (Sartre, 1956, 
pp. 55-56). 

With this I conclude my review of Sartre on SD. 

The main points with which I later take issue are his 

contention that consciousness is both unitary and trans

parent, as well as the analysis of SD. in terms of knowledge/ 

belief. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE THEORY OF HERBERT FINGARETTE 

Surely the most interesting and complete account of 

SD is that of Herbert Fingarette given in his book Self-

deception (1969). His account of SD is by far the most 

radical to date, because he departed from what he calls the 

typical cognitive-perception language account used by all 

previous writers on self-deception. Although I agree 

that Fingarette's volition-action language account is 

vastly superior to the cognition-perception language 

account, I believe he makes several crucial mistakes in 

his analysis. 

In this chapter, I first briefly outline his posi

tion, then I give several interesting examples of SD, using 

them to criticize Fingarette by pointing out what I take to 

be the decisive mistakes. Finally, I offer a partial the

ory of SD that differs in important ways from Fingarette's 

before detailing my complete account of SD in Chapter 5. 

Fingarette (1969, p. 61) began with this claim, 

We reject for purposes of analysis the emphasis 
on belief and knowledge in such formulations as: 
the self-deceiver both believes and disbelieves, or, 
he believes one thing but knows otherwise, or he 
believes when he ought to know better, or he ful
fills some (unspecified) criteria of belief even 
though he fully appreciates the decisively contrary 
evidence. 

45 
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Instead, he analyzed SD in volition-action language. 

Disagreeing with those, principally White, who think of see

ing and becoming aware as purely passive acts, Fingarette 

emphasized that becoming conscious of something is synony

mous with the spelling out of that something (p. 40) and 

that spelling out is "the exercise of our skill in making 

explicit, in linguistic or closely related form, that which 

we are said to become conscious of in this "strong" sense 

(1969, p. 46). 

He (1969, p. 46) further claimed that "... the 

model of spelling out is the explicit expression of an 

engagement in language; not any use at all of language will 

do," and that soliloquy is that the very model of spelling 

out (p. 56). Fingarette used the claim that becoming 

explicitly conscious (spelling out) is an activity and not 

merely passive reception to point out that people are not 

generally explicitly conscious of their engagements in the 

world (p. 41) and that "rather than taking explicit 

consciousness for granted, we must come to take its absence 

for granted" (p. 42). These latter claims are very impor

tant in his analysis of SD. 

Finally, Fingarette stated that whereas one does 

not have to say something out loud in order to spell out, 

spelling out nevertheless has a close relation and analogy 

to linguistic activity (p. 28). Interestingly, he also 
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claimed that "... spelling out is an activity which only 

the agent can do for himself" (p. 47). 

The reason for this emphasis on spelling out is 

given as follows: 

Rather than . . . persisting in such questions 
as "Does he express this engagement explicitly?" 
It is when we judge that there is purposeful dis
crepancy between the way the individual really is 
engaged in the world and the story he tells himself 
that we have the complex but common form of self-
deception in which we are interested (Fingarette, 
1969, p. 63). 

Earlier, Fingarette (1969, pp. 28-29) told us that 

motive is not of the essence in SD, although it is an impor

tant factor in SD in practice. Rather, he claimed, it is 

this purposeful avoidance of spelling out that contributes 

the key element of SD. 

I complete the rough outline of Fingarette's account 

of SD by noting that there are three ways in which avowal, 

i.e., the overcoming or the avoidance of SD manifests 

itself: 

In assuming the authority to spell out, in the 
integration of what is avowed into that achieved 
synthesis which is the personal self, and in 
accepting responsibility for the engagement avowed. 
As is now evident, these are not all necessary 
marks of avowal, whereas a fair degree of acceptance 
of responsibility, ... is usual but not necessary 
(1969, p. 149). 

Lastly, he claimed that the refusal to accept 

responsibility is not a necessary criterion for SD because 

one can distinguish between avowal and acceptance of respon

sibility, i.e., between personal agency and moral agency. 
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The child of five or six years, for example, dis
plays the marks of personal agency in many of his 
activities; he is clearly a person (unlike the one 
year old, who by and large is a creature of his 
environment and of the activities of the moment). 
Yet with regard to many of his personal engagements, 
the five-year-old is quite properly not yet held 
responsible. Though he is a person, he is not yet a 
responsible person (Fingarette, 1969, pp. 146-147). 

The only other example given by Fingarette to sup

port this distinction is that of the sociopath who acts 

intelligently but without any authentic moral concerns. The 

sociopathic personality distinguishes "between the personal 

identity affirmation in avowal, the acknowledgment of an 

engagement as one's own personal engagement, and on the 

other hand, acceptance of responsibility for one's engage

ments" (1969, p. 148). 

The above paragraphs give the essence of Fingarette's 

position, and contain the points with which I take issue. 

Let me now turn to some specific examples of SD. 

1. In The Man in the Glass Booth (Hiller, 1975), the 

protagonist Arthur Goldman is a self-made millionaire 

builder living well in New York in the 1970s. Due to his 

immense strength of character, he had earlier survived 6 

years in a Nazi concentration camp. Now, ostensibly to 

teach the Jews something about their own psychological weak

nesses, Goldman deliberately portrays himself as Colonel 

Adolf Dorff, former Nazi colonel and commandant of the camp 

in which he (Goldman) resided. Goldman goes to elaborate 

extents to issue this masquerade, even substituting dental 
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and bone x-rays of himself in Dorff's files. Goldman spells 

out to himself in cryptic remarks, e.g., "Am I getting it 

right, J.C.?" and action, e.g., a last supper, precisely 

what his motives are for giving up his life of wealth and 

ease in exchange for being tried in Israel as an escaped 

war criminal. He even arranges his own abduction by Israeli 

secret police. When he is placed in a bullet-proof glass 

booth at his trial in Israel, he admirably succeeds time 

after time in pointing out Jewish weaknesses, and in arous

ing the Jewish temperament to react forcefully to them. 

Toward the end of the trial, however, one of the bribed 

doctors cannot go through with his false testimony and 

admits that the man in the booth is Arthur Goldman and not 

Colonel Dorff. When this startling evidence has been 

digested and believed, the trial judge says to Goldman, "Why 

did you want to degrade yourself?" Heretofore Goldman had 

only considered the motives for the sacrifice to be the 

purest. But now he reflects. The guards come and remove 

him from the booth, but he grabs the key, rushes back into 

the booth, and locks the door. He now realizes that he has 

done what he has done not out of the motive of strength that 

he had assumed, but rather out of fear and in order to iden

tify himself with the strength of the Nazis. With this 

realization and avowal, Goldman begins to shed the Nazi 

colonel's uniform which he has worn throughout the trial, 

since his sudden insight has deprived him of his SD. As he 
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does so, the sound of stormtrooper boots grows in his mind 

and his fear, unleashed at last, drives him into catatonia 

and death. 

2. In Out of Season (Bridges, 1975), a man returns to a 

New England lodge to seek the woman he loved and left 20 

years before. She now has a daughter, the very image of the 

way she used to look, whom she says is the daughter of some

one she married after the man left her. In fact, she has 

never married anyone and only remains at the lodge that she 

more than dislikes because she is imprisoned by the memory 

of the man who left her. Reluctant at first, the woman soon 

falls into the mood of the man's romantic impulses. However, 

when they attempt to sleep together, the man finds himself 

impotent. The daughter has been quite repressed by the 

mother's attempts to prevent her from being hurt by men, 

and at least somewhat as a consequence, the daughter has 

failed to establish any identity of her own. Hence, the 

daughter sees the man as the solution to both her problems, 

in addition to being the means by which to take revenge on 

her mother. The daughter seduces the man and he, trapped 

by the image he loves, responds with full potence. The 

mother surprises them during their second coming together. 

In the final scene, the man is discussing with a female, 

whose body is almost completely obscured by a supporting 

post, that "she has left and probably will never return 

again." The audience can tell only by the red fingernails 
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and a few strands of long hair showing behind the post that 

the female is the daughter, and thus it is the mother who 

has left. The daughter will remain a non-person, because 

the man sees only her image and substitutes the content of 

the mother of 20 years ago. When the man speaks of making 

the repairs necessary for the next season of visitors, we 

know that one prisoner has replaced another. 

3. Consider the case of an alcoholic, who for many 

years has been unable to admit, even to himself, to being an 

alcoholic. He nervously sits in his chair at the Alcoholics 

Anonymous meeting, waiting his turn to speak. He has told 

no one he is coming to the meeting, and even as he sits, he 

is strongly tempted to rush out and never return. Only when 

he rises to speak and says the words "I am an alcoholic" 

does he finally relax, having gained a tremendous sense of 

relief from having fully faced his problem for the first 

time and shared it with someone else. 

4. Stanley Milgram (1965) designed an experiment to 

test a person's tendency to obey authority even when obedi

ence apparently required the administration of painful elec

tric shocks to a stranger. A rigged drawing assigned the 

naive subject the role of tester, for which he sat in front 

of a panel of 30 levers, marked 15 volts to 450 volts, in 

increments of 15 volts. The subject was told that the 

experiment was designed to test the effect of punishment on 

learning, and that he was therefore required to administer 
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one higher level of shock each time the learner made a mis

take. The learner was actually an accomplice in the experi

ment who deliberately made numerous mistakes. In fact, he 

received no electric shocks, but the tester thought that he 

did because the tester was himself given a sample 45-volt 

shock. The learner-victim's responses were standardized on 

tape. 

In general terms, however, the victim indicates 
no discomfort until the 75-volt shock is adminis
tered, at which time there is a light grunt in 
response to the punishment. Similar reactions fol
low the 90 and 105-volt shocks and at 120 volts the 
victim shouts to the experimenter that the shocks 
are becoming painful. Painful groans are heard on 
administering the 135-volt shock, and at 150-volts 
the victim cries out, "Experimenter get me out of 
here! I won't be in the experiment anymore! I 
refuse to go on!" Cries of this type continue with 
generally rising intensity, so that at 180-volts 
the victim cries out, "I can't stand the pain," and 
by 270-volts his response to the shock is definitely 
an agonized scream. Throughout, he insists that he 
be let out of the experiment. At 300-volts the 
victim shouted in desperation that he will no 
longer provide answers to the memory test; and at 
315-volts, after a violent scream, he reaffirms 
with vehemence that he is no longer a participant. 
From this point on, he provides no answers, but 
shrieks in agony whenever a shock is administered; 
this continues through 450-volts (Milgram, 1965, p. 
62) . 

One might suppose that a subject would simply 
break off or continue as his conscience and tempera
ment dictated, yet this is very far from what hap
pened. There were powerful reactions of tension and 
emotional strain in a substantial proportion of the 
participants. Persons were observed to sweat, trem
ble, stutter, bite their lips, and groan as they 
found themselves increasingly implicated in the 
experimental conflict (Milgram, 1965, p. 66). 
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And here is a transcript (Milgram, 1965, p. 67) from 

an obedient subject. 

He began the experiment calmly, but became 
increasingly tense as the experiment proceeded. 
After administering the 150-volt shock, he began to 
address the experimenter in agitated tones: 150-
volts delivered. You want me to keep going? 165-
volts delivered. That guy is hollering in there. 
There's a lot of them here. He's liable to have a 
heart condition. You want me to go? 

180-volts delivered. He can't stand it! I'm 
not going to kill that man in there: You hear him 
hollering? He's hollering. He can't stand it. 
What if something happens to him? ... I'm not 
going to get that man sick in there. He's holler
ing in there. You know what I mean? I mean I 
refuse to take responsiblity. He's getting hurt 
in there. He's in there hollering. Too many left 
here. Geez, if he gets them wrong. There's too 
many of them left. I mean who is going to take 
responsiblity if anything happens to that gentle
man? 

(The experimenter accepts responsibility.) 
All right. 

195-volts delivered. You see he's hollering. 
Hear that. Gee, I don't know. (The experimenter 
says: "The experiment requires that you go on.") 
—I know it does, sir, but I mean-hugh-he don't 
know what he's in for. He's up to 195-volts. 

210-volts delivered. 
225-volts delivered. 
240-volts delivered. Aw, no. You mean I've 

got to keep going up with the scale? No sir. I'm 
not going to kill that man! I'm not going to give 
him 450-volts! (The experimenter says: "The 
experiment requires that you go on.") — I know it 
does, but that man is hollering in there, sir. 

Despite his numerous, agitated objections, which 
were constant accompaniments to his actions, the 
subject unfailingly obeyed the experimenter, pro
ceeding to the highest shock level on the generator. 
He displayed a curious dissociation between word and 
action. Although at the verbal level he had resolved 
not to go on, his actions were fully in accord with 
the experimenter's commands. This subject did not 
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want to shock the victim, and he found it an 
extremely disagreeable task, but he was unable to 
invent a response that would free him from the 
experimenter's authority. Many subjects cannot 
find the specific verbal formula that would enable 
them to reject the role assigned to them by the 
experimenter. Perhaps our culture does not provide 
adequate models for disobedience. 

Depending on the type of conditions Milgram experi

mented with, 25% to over 60% of the participants adminis

tered the highest possible shock level. 

5. In The Gambler (Reisz, 1974), the protagonist is 

Axel Freed, a college professor who gambles compulsively. 

He loses $44,000 to the syndicate. Since he apparently has 

no other way of getting the money, he "borrows" the money 

from his mother, knowing that it exhausts her life savings. 

Instead of paying his debt, he takes the money to Las Vegas 

where, in a fantastic winning streak, he parlays the money 

into over $95,000. His final win comes at the blackjack 

table, where he is showing 18 and the audience is shown that 

the house has 20. Axel pauses a moment, while the classical 

music in his mind hits a crest, then says "Gimme the three." 

The dealer turns over the next card, a three, and Axel knows 

the streak is over. Again, instead of paying the debt, he 

bets "15 dimes a pop" ($15,000) on each of three basketball 

games. He loses all three and bets the final 50 grand on 

the Lakers game. They lose miraculously in the last second. 

Now the syndicate comes calling for its original $44,000 but 

Axel cannot pay. After various threats, he agrees to get the 
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be a member of Axel's English class, to throw a basketball 

game by winning by 8 points or fewer. In the last minutes 

of the game, despite the star's bumbling mistakes, his team 

builds up a 16-point lead. The coach removes the star from 

the game, since his play is less than desired. Now, on luck 

alone, the opposing team comes back to lose by only 8. 

After the game, a friend says that Axel survived on luck 

alone, but he denies this, saying luck had nothing to do 

with it. Immediately after having this threat to his life 

lifted from his shoulders, he walks alone into the dangerous 

black section of town and offers 50 dollars to a black 

woman, sitting with a black man at a bar, to come to a hotel 

room with him. At the room, Axel intentionally leaves the 

door unlocked. The black man enters as Axel expected and 

puts a knife to his throat. Instead of knuckling under, 

Axel dares the man and pushes him. Taken aback, the black 

man is momentarily paralyzed, and Axel proceeds to beat him 

up. During the fight, the prostitute grabs the knife and 

swings at Axel's face, releasing spurts of blood. He covers 

the area of his left eye, leaves the room to seek a place of 

safety, and slowly, looking into a mirror, removes his hand. 

He sees his eye is undamaged, he smiles, and the movie ends. 

What makes Axel behave as he does? He sees the 

staid security that everybody seeks as a kind of death. 
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Only the dynamism of risk will free him from the clutches of 

this death. As he says, he likes the threat of losing, but 

he won't lose because he does not want to; somehow his char

acter will compel the world to yield victory to him. This 

is the essential SD involved. His willingness to risk all 

avoids the sense of being secure, which he sees as a kind 

of death. Thus the easier and more readily victory comes to 

him the more dangerous the circumstances in which he must 

place himself. He does not want winning to come too 

easily; otherwise it too will become secure. But he does 

not want to think of himself as a loser either. He gets his 

self-esteem by imagining that it is he who is in control of 

these forces of destiny, that it is not just luck that 

brings victory. If the latter were so, he would be unable 

to confirm himself as special by winning. Rather, because 

he is special, victory must inevitably come to him. Thus 

he avoids even the security of too easy victory by deliber

ately placing himself in dynamic but deadly situations so 

that his superiority of self can manifest by granting him 

an escape. 

6. In an attempt to gain psychological insight into 

what it is like to be a prisoner or a prison guard, Philip 

Zimbardo (1972) , a psychologist at Stanford, created a 

prison in the basement of a university building. Almost 

two dozen young men were selected from volunteers, 

supposedly "the cream of the crop" of their generation, and 
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motivation for volunteering was the pay of $15.00 per day. 

The guards invented their own rules and were free to impro 

vise new ones during their 8-hour, three man shift. 

Zimbardo (1972, pp. 111-113) reported, 

At the end of only 6 days, we had to close down 
the mock prison. It was no longer apparent to us 
or most of the subjects where they ended and their 
roles began. The majority had indeed become pris
oners or guards, no longer able to clearly differ
entiate between role-playing and self. There were 
dramatic changes in virtually every aspect of their 
behavior, the way they acted, the way they talked, 
the way they stood, the way they felt. In less 
than a week, the experience of imprisonment undid, 
although temporarily, a lifetime of learning; 
human values were suspended, self-concepts were 
challenged, and the ugliest, most base, pathological 
side of human nature surfaced. 

We were horrified because we saw some boys, 
"guards," treat other boys as if they were despic
able animals, taking pleasure in cruelty, while 
other boys, "prisoners," became servile, dehuman
ized people who thought only of escape, who thought 
only of their own individual survival, and finally 
over the days, they began to hate the guards more 
and more. 

We had to release three prisoners in the first 
4 days because they had such acute situational trau
matic reactions as hysterical crying, confusion in 
thinking, and severe depression. That is within 4 
days. Others begged to be paroled, and that word 
"paroled" became very important. When we said, "we 
will parole you if you are willing to forfeit all 
the money you earned"—they had gone through all 
kinds of hell—all but three said "yes, if you 
parole me, I will forfeit all the money." We 
said, "OK, go back to your cell and we'll consider 
it." Each one got up and went back to his cell. 
Now, they as students, thinking they were subjects 
in an experiment, at that point if they no longer 
wanted the money, they should have said. "I quit 
your experiment." But by then, their pattern of 
thinking had changed so that the reality was the 
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it. They did not have the right to quit. They no 
longer felt they had any rights. 

What happened to the guards? About a third of 
the guards became tyrannical in their arbitrary use 
of power. It was clear that they enjoyed the 
simple act of controlling some other person. They 
were corrupted by the power of their roles and 
became quite inventive in their techniques of 
breaking the spirit of the prisoners, making 
them feel worthless. Some of the guards merely 
did their jobs: in fact, the prisoners said they 
were tough, but fair, correctional officers. Sev
eral were good guards. By this they meant they did 
small favors, they were friendly, they told the 
prisoners their names, but the really important 
message, and a subtle one, is that no good guard 
ever interfered. The bad guards would humiliate 
prisoners, would get a prisoner who refused to use 
obscenity because of his religion and force him to 
use obscenity and have the other prisoners humiliate 
him. They were even beginning to promote homosexu
ality, but the good guards never intervened, they 
never interfered in any way. They never came to me 
and said, "Look, these guys are doing this awful 
thing that I dislike." They never went to the bad 
guard and said, "Look, it is only an experiment, 
ease off." Some of the bad guards were so brutal 
that, for example, we had a rule you could not be 
kept in solitary confinement for more than an hour. 
This was a small closet 2 feet by 2 feet. One of 
the guards kept a prisoner there 3 hours without 
eating and was going to keep him overnight and none 
of the other guards would intervene. 

My assistant, Curt Banks, was there and said. 
"You cannot do this, it is not permissible." In a 
sense, if you think about it, the bad guards, the 
mean ones, the brutal ones, created a sense of terror 
in the prison. But it really was the good guards 
who perpetuated the prison because, actually, they 
needed the bad guys in order to make themselves be 
good guys. They used the brutality of the bad guys 
to establish themselves as good. They needed to be 
liked so much, that they never objected to the bad 
guys. They needed the prisoners to like them, so 
they befriended them. In one sense, they created a 
social reality which made rebellious prisoners be 
good prisoners, in a sense, to go along with the 
system, not to make trouble. 
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I now use the examples just given to illuminate my 

differences with Fingarette's analysis of SD. I believe 

that SD, as defined by him, is an incomplete concept, which 

fails to account for certain behavior which is indeed SD. 

But this is not the only mistake he makes. Fingarette is 

right in saying that spelling out is not something one gen

erally does, but he is wrong in restricting it to linguistic 

form, because simply seeing something can be a form of 

spelling out, i.e., coming to explicit consciousness. For 

instance, in the appendix on cerebral commissurotomy, 

Fingarette (1969, p. 157) said "What we need to assume is 

that spelling-out is largely the same kind of activity as 

we have seen to be dominated by the left hemisphere in the 

commissurotomy experiments." But what is Fingarette's 

justification for saying this? If a person who has had a 

cerebral commissurotomy can verbally describe an object 

placed in his right hand by use of his left brain, but 

could not select it out of a set of several objects, while 

the same person could select the object out of a group were 

it to be placed in his left hand (field of vision) by use 

of his right brain, but could not verbally describe it, why 

should anyone be in the least tempted to say that the person 

has spelled out what the object is when he verbally 

described it, but has not at all spelled it out when he 

correctly picked it out of a group of several objects? Why 

should the linguistic act of describing an object have 
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priority over the act of seeing which object had been 

momentarily placed in the hand and then later correctly 

picked out of a group? What is it about the verbal act that 

constitutes spelling out which is not present in the combi

nation of seeing and selecting? 

I believe that part of Fingarette's motive for 

making spelling out so expressly linguistic is directed 

twoard what I call the central problem in the analysis of 

SD, i.e., the self-deceiver must to some extent see and 

take note of the contents that he wishes not to spell out 

to himself. Fingarette was thus counting on his analysis of 

spelling out as a linguistic activity to free him from this 

difficulty by saying that one could see the content of what 

one wished to repress without coming to full explicit con

sciousness of it, i.e., without spelling out. Thus the 

limited sort of awareness that one could achieve by merely 

viewing the contents would be sufficient to realize one 

wished to suppress them, while yet being insufficient to 

meet the critera of explicit consciousness. Without such a 

distinction as this, Fingarette seems thrown back into the 

very sort of analysis he criticized under the cognition-

perception language, i.e., believing one thing but knowing 

otherwise. Nevertheless, I do not believe that Fingarette's 

admirable attempt to solve this difficulty succeeds. My 

skepticism arises from my criticism of his arguments concern

ing cerebral commissurotomy as well as other points to come. 
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The first of these is Fingarette's claim that spell

ing out can be done only by the agent himself. He needs 

this claim to make sure that spelling out is an activity and 

not just the passive reception by the agent of someone spell

ing out his engagements for him. For, if mere passivity 

(seeing, hearing) were enough for explicit consciousness, 

then the agent who is self-deceived must believe one thing 

but know another. This is so because such a person must to 

some degree see the contents he wishes to repress in order 

to know he wants to repress them and to then carry this 

repression out. But, if spelling out is modeled so closely 

upon linguistic activity, why cannot an insightful person 

spell out another's engagements for him? If this cannot be 

done, then why do people see psychologists—to get them to 

hint to them so they can spell out to themselves? Spelling 

out is clearly distinguished by Fingarette from owning up to 

an activity as one's own, as the latter in his second neces

sary condition of avowal. Since this is the case, why is 

spelling out likened to a rare kind of linguistic activity 

like promising, which only an individual can do for himself, 

instead of to more prevalent other linguistic activities 

like pointing out, showing the way, explaining, etc., which 

can be done for an individual by someone else? Fingarette's 

argument here is that when an observer describes another 

person's engagement, the observer is only spelling out his 

own engagement in the world and not that of the other person 
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(p. 47). But is this in fact true? Cannot the observer's 

view of what is happening ever precisely match that of the 

other person? And, if their views can match and if the 

observer has said something insightful about the other's 

engagements in the world heretofore unnoticed by him, must 

the other person first repeat the words, or perhaps only 

the key words, to himself in order to be said to be spelling 

out? But perhaps Fingarette wished to reserve his claim 

that only the agent can spell out for himself by saying 

that only the agent can understand for himself. If so, the 

problem again arises that passive hearing constitutes spell

ing out but passive seeing does not. With this problem 

comes the difficulty of grouping relevant arguments suffi

ciently strong to support this distinction and keep out of 

the belief-cognition analysis of SD. Even this path of 

rescue, although it fails, may not be available to 

Fingarette, because simple understanding often occurs in a 

nonlinguistic form, although the spelling out of our under

standing would often require linguistic form. Fingarette 

expressly denied the equation of spelling out with under

standing (p. 46). 

For further and deeper criticism of Fingarette, I 

now turn to the topic of avowal. Avowal is something only 

the agent can do, but it is not necessarily an inner act, as 

Fingarette (1969, p. 71) declared it is: "... for we can 

never say of any piece of overt conduct that it is the act 
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of avowal." The alcoholic case was intended as a counter

example to just that point. If it was only at the point of 

admitting publicly that he was an alcoholic that he fully 

faced his problem and got the sense of relief one often gets 

when he finally owns up to his actions and accepts responsi

bility for them, why should one be hesitant to say that the 

alcoholic's act of avowal occurred in the public domain? 

If nothing more is involved in avowal than spelling out, 

owning up to the actions as one's own, and taking responsi

bility for them, why cannot avowal be public or private? 

This brings me to the most important disagreement I 

have with Fingarette. Contrary to his view, avowal involves 

more than just linguistically describing what one is doing 

and owning up to the actions. This is evident in the elec

tric shock experiment, which showed that both of these can 

happen where SD is still present. In the quotation given in 

Example 4, the subject clearly spells out what he is doing. 

He knows very well he is shocking the subject. Also he 

clearly owns up to the action as his own, as can be seen not 

only by his agitation but also by his actual statements. 

Yet, as he says, he refuses to take responsibility for his 

actions. Whereas I hold that SD could be present in cases 

such as this, Fingarette would seem to have to deny it, due 

to the following reason. In logic, once we have detailed 

all the necessary conditions for the occurrence of x, then 

if there are sufficient conditions for the occurrence of x, 
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the set of all those necessary conditions taken jointly are 

sufficient for x's occurring. 

Did Fingarette mean for his two necessary conditions 

of avowal to jointly constitute sufficient conditions for 

avowal? Certainly he never stated explicitly that they 

should. He (1969, p. 149) merely referred to "three charac

teristic ways in which avowal manifests itself." But I 

believe Fingarette did intend for his two necessary condi

tions to jointly constitute the sufficient conditions for 

avowal. I do so because of the way that Fingarette distin

guished between avowal and acceptance of responsibility, 

between what he calls personal versus moral agency (pp. 146-

150). When Fingarette discussed the cases of the child and 

the sociopath, which are the only two examples he used to 

separate avowal from acceptance of responsibility, he did 

so naturally and forcefully by claiming that they are 

clearly capable of avowal but equally clearly are not 

responsible. They are not responsible, he argued, because 

they do not tacitly or explicitly accept responsibility. 

He noted here that he has earlier argued at length in his 

book On Responsibility (1967) that it is authentic care 

and concern that constitutes the acceptance of responsibil

ity and not, say, a person's verbal protestations on the 

matter. He further stated that in the face of a person's 

authentic unconcern, i.e., his genuine nonacceptance of 
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responsibility, it makes no sense to claim that the person 

is responsible. 

Specifically, Fingarette (1969, p. 148) stated 

that: 

The sociopathic personality throws into sharp 
relief the distinction I wish to emphasize here. 
The distinction in question is that between the per
sonal identity affirmation in avowal, the acknowl
edgment of an engagement as one's own personal 
engagement, and, on the other hand, acceptance of 
responsibility for one's engagements. 

The person who does not display care and 
concern for his engagement, who does not accept 
responsibility for it, is the person most ready 
to avow such engagements. 

In this quotation, it sounds as if Fingarette 

claimed that clearly the sociopath can avow, and thus is 

capable of SD, and that precisely what that avowal consists 

of is this personal identity affirmation, which is made up 

of (1) assuming the authority to spell out and (2) "the 

integration of what is avowed into that achieved synthesis 

which is the personal self" (p. 149), that he mentioned as 

two of the three characteristics ways in which avowal mani

fests itself, the third being acceptance of responsibility. 

Perhaps Fingarette did not intend that these two conditions 

should be sufficient for avowal. But he never said that 

avowal ever consists of anything more except the acceptance 

of responsibility, which is usually connected with avowal, 

but is not a necessary condition of it. He (1969, p. 74) 

did say, "Isolation [by which he means the failure of 
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condition 2, above] nonresponsibility/ and the incapacity 

to spell-out, with the consequences in turn attendant upon 

these, constitute three chief dimensions of disavowal, three 

profoundly significant defects of personal integrity. I do 

not maintain that this list of three is exhaustive" [empha

sis added]. But, if there are more than three, it is possi

ble that these further "dimensions" or "characteristic 

marks" of avowal are like "acceptance of responsibility" in 

being unnecessary conditions and that the two conditions of 

integration and spelling-out are still sufficient for avowal. 

The question is this: If there are further characteristic 

or even uncharacteristic marks of avowal so that these two 

conditions are insufficient to guarantee avowal, why did 

Fingarette speak so certainly in claiming that the personal 

identity affirmation given by the twin conditions of assum

ing the authority to spell out and owning up to an action as 

one's own does generate avowal, thus making it obvious that 

acceptance of responsibility is a non necessary condition of 

avowal? 

Still, perhaps Fingarette could claim that "choice" 

is one of those concepts that one may not ever be able to 

capture by any list of sufficient criteria. Yet it is 

nevertheless possible to claim that some things are indeed 

choices, and to say of those choices that certain other 

conceptual criteria are not part of the conceptual unpacking 

of these particular choices. For instance, "acceptance of 
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responsibility" is not part of the unpacking of "avowal" in 

the cases of the sociopath and the child, in spite of the 

fact that one cannot give sufficient conditions for avowal. 

Even if this is so, Fingarette's reaction to the electric 

shock experiment would still be important. 

What would Fingarette say of the subjects in the 

electric shock experiment? In that experiment, we have what 

Fingarette called the very model of spelling out in addition 

to statements from the subject that he wishes not to go on 

with what he is doing, a clear admission that he is doing 

the act. 

Would he say that because we have those two condi

tions, that they are sufficient for avowal, and thus that 

case cannot be a case of SD? Or, would he say that in these 

cases, unlike the cases of the sociopath or the child, it is 

also necessary to have the acceptance of responsibility in 

order to have avowal? If he did say the latter, what would 

he say of the subjects in this experiment in light of his 

remarks referred to above, i.e., that acceptance of reponsi-

bility refers to the person's concern and unconcern and not 

to his verbal protestation on the matter? (p. 147) Would 

he say that the nervousness and agitation of the subjects 

clearly indicate their care and concern and, thus, that 

they are accepting responsibility in spite of their verbal 

refusal to do so? If so, then again there can be no SD. 

But perhaps he would say that their verbal refusal is what 



is key here, and thus there might still be SD, if the two 

conditions discussed above concerning avowal are not suffi

cient for it, although his emphasis on their real care and 

concern does not seem to permit him to be able to say this. 

Is it possible that Fingarette could be correct in his 

presumed claim that cases like the electric shock case could 

not be cases of SD? I think not. Let us look at some 

alternative explanations of this behavior. One is that 

these people might be sadistic. However, 71 of 160 subjects 

showed definite signs of nervous laughter, over 15 had full

blown uncontrollable seizures and, in the posbexperimental 

interviews, the subjects took pains to point out that they 

were not sadistic types and that the laughter did not mean 

they enjoyed shocking the victim. Thus, this alternative 

explanation seems unlikely. Another more plausible explana

tion is this: The experiment was designed to test the con

flict between the subject's tendency to obey a previously 

unknown authority figure with the desire of the subject not 

to inflict extreme pain on a person they had no reason to 

dislike. Perhaps the subjects weighed the conflict and 

simply decided that the former horn of the dilemma was 

preferable. But, if this was so, why did so many feel the 

tremendous tension that they did? 

What sort of evidence is there that SD might be 

present in some of these cases? The obvious reply is that 

the extreme tension produced shows that some subjects feel 



that not shocking the learner is the more desired alternative 

of the two, but because the learner is hidden away in another 

room and the authority figure is immediately present, they 

submerge this feeling to avoid the pressure of the authority 

figure and the knowledge they have "failed" to do their 

"duty" of following orders. Thus they cause greater pain to 

others to avoid suffering the presumably lesser pain of a 

decreased sense of self engenered by the belief that it is 

wrong not to obey authorities. Indeed one could argue, in 

the case of some of those 15 subjects who had uncontrollable 

seizures, the seizure itself was a manifestation of their SD. 

Not wanting to disobey authority, they continued giving the 

shocks. Not wanting to shock either, the only way out was to 

escape by means of the seizures, possibly with the thought 

they were fulfilling both of the contradictory commands. 

After all, they had obeyed authority and had stopped the 

shocking, but not in such a way as to disobey authority. 

Surely it was not their fault they collapsed. Thus the col

lapse was the "logical" way of obeying contradictory demands. 

Thus, it seems that Fingarette is mistaken in his 

equation of care and concern with acceptance of respon

sibility that eliminates or avoids SD. Acceptance of 

responsibility that either eliminates of avoids SD must 

include sufficient care and concern to attempt to handle 

the problem in some non self-deceptive way. And there is 

one further mistake of Fingarette's to be point out here, 
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if he meant that the two conditions discussed above which he 

labeled the personal identity affirmation are to be taken as 

sufficient for avowal. He said that the "person who does 

not display care and concern for his engagements, who does 

not accept responsibility for it, is the person most ready 

to avow such engagements" (Fingarette, 1969, p. 148), but 

the electric shock subjects who made the personal identity 

affirmation and then later committed SD in one of the 

possible ways I have discussed show Fingarette to be wrong. 

That is, they show that people may be most ready to avow, in 

Fingarette's personal identity affirmation sense, their 

engagements because of the intensity of the care and con

cern, before opting to end the inner conflict which this 

care and concern brings out by repressing some aspects of 

their engagement in the world, i.e., by committing SD. 

If it is true that some of the electric shock cases 

I have indicated can be SD, then Fingarette does not have 

the "out" that something more must be present for SD. This 

something more might be the failure to spell out the motive 

that in order to avoid seeing themselves as bad because 

they have failed to obey authority, they shock the victim, 

thereby committing a worse deed. He does not have this 

possible "out" for two reasons. The first is that spelling 

out is just making explicit one's engagements in the world, 

which does not necessarily include the motive for these 

engagements. In fairness to Fingarette, I must point out 
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that he (1969, p. 40) said, "It is logically necessary that 

it should be typical of our description of an individual's 

engagement in the world that the description be cast in 

terms of such categories as aims, reasons, motives, atti

tudes and feelings, of understanding and 'perception' of the 

world and himself." Yet he never emphasized motive in his 

examples, and he also made the surprising statement I quote 

next. Secondly, Fingarette (1969, p. 28) stated explicitly 

that "motive is not of the essence in self-deception." 

Instead, Fingarette held that the essence of SD is rather 

the purposefulness with which the person avoids spelling 

out his engagements in the world, i.e., deliberately deceiv

ing himself from realizing that he is committing any action 

of a certain type at all. But our subjects have not only 

spelled out their actions, but owned up to them as their 

actions. The decisive step they refuse to take, however, is 

the one of accepting responsibility for these actions. I 

maintain that not only is the taking of responsibility for 

one's actions a necessary condition for avowal but also that 

the motive for the action involved in the SD can be crucial. 

I believe that the other examples of SD bear this 

out. What is Arthur Goldman's engagement in the world? 

Is it (1) just that of hiding behind a certain guise to show 

the Jews something about their weaknesses (hereafter A), or 

is it (2) A for a certain motive involving Christlike sacri

fice, or is it (3) A for the motive of identifying himself 
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himself with the weaknesses of the Jews? In this case, 

motive is absolutely critical to distinguishing the precise 

nature of the engagement in the world. But if motive is as 

unimportant as Fingarette claimed, it seems that we may 

consistently on his account take Goldman's engagement in 

the world to be either of the first two possibilities, in 

which case there is no SD, because Goldman certainly spells 

out linguistically and owns up to as well as takes responsi

bility for all but the latter. This conclusion is clearly 

absurd. Curiously in the only case Fingarette discussed 

that is similar to the Goldman case, that of Hickey in "The 

Iceman Cometh," he failed to point out that it is Hickey's 

motive that constitutes the crucial difference between 

having a case of SD and the lack of it. The motive for SD, 

as opposed to the motive for the action involved in the SD, 

consists of the desire to avoid seeing oneself as respon

sible for certain actions or having certain traits the 

individual considers bad in some sense or other. For 

Hickey, the motive for the action involved in the SD is that 

he hates his wife because she caused him to feel so much 

guilt. The motive for SD is that he does not wish to admit 

that he could have hated her after all she had done for him, 

because even he sees this as unjust. And, to deepen the 

curiosity involved in Fingarette's failure to emphasize 

motive in Hickey's case, he further failed to mention that 
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Hickey slips into another level of SD after he stumbles onto 

his motive for killing his wife. This other level is that 

of claiming insanity for himself, which he had shortly 

before denied several times, as a means of evading responsi

bility for his action once he has indisputably owned up to 

the deed during his confession. But Fingarette could not 

tell us this, for were he to do so, his theory would ground 

itself on the shoals of the discovery that the acceptance of 

responsibility is necessary for avowal, a claim he denied. 

It seems that Fingarette has failed to perceive an essential 

truth about SD, because in his own example concerning 

Hickey, as with the electric shock case, there exist what I 

have argued are Fingarette's only two necessary conditions 

for avowal fulfilled and yet there is still a case of SD. 

And just what is this mysterious "purposeful avoid

ance of spelling out" which Fingarette claimed is central 

to SD, since he (pp. 28-29) explicitly stated that it is not 

motive? In some cases, e.g., the alcoholic, it is clear. 

His engagement in the world either is or is not that of an 

alcoholic. And those who are alcoholics frequently do pur

posely avoid taking up the question and looking at the 

evidence. In such cases, what Fingarette said is sound. 

But, in cases like that of Goldman or Hickey, what is at 

question is not being a certain thing or doing a certain 

thing, e.g., an alcoholic or a murderer, but is instead the 

motive behind their engagements in the world. In the case 
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of the alcoholic, the motive for alcoholism makes no differ

ence whatsoever; what matters is whether the person avows or 

disavows his alcoholism. But there are other cases, e.g., 

Hickey and Goldman, where the person clearly admits to doing 

or being something, contrary to the alcoholic case. What is 

important to Hickey and Goldman is that their actions be 

seen to be attributable to a certain motive. They have 

explicitly spelled out, owned up to, and accepted responsi

bility for their engagements, limited by their self-

attributed motives. Either their engagements in the world 

are the same no matter what the motive is, in which case on 

Fingarette's account there simply is no SD, or the only way 

of differentiating their engagements is by examining the 

motive, in which case Fingarette is wrong because he has 

told us motive is not of the essence, but just an ancillary 

consideration. Thus, Fingarette's "purposeful avoidance of 

spelling out" is too weak to capture an essential distinc

tion. It is sufficiently strong to capture instances like 

the alcoholic case in which no spelling out is done. But 

in instances where there is spelling out, the motive behind 

the action can be essential to the actual existence of SD. 

If Hickey or Goldman had acted from the motives they origi

nally suppose, there would not in either instance be a case 

of SD. But, since they did not act from those motives but 

instead from the motives I have detailed, they are instances 

of SD. 
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I have given three strong counterexamples, the 

shock experiment and the cases of Hickey and Goldman, to 

Fingarette's claim that acceptance of responsibility is not 

a necessary condition of avowal. Now I want to explore why 

Fingarette was tempted in the first place to make such a 

claim. He conceptually separated personal agency from moral 

agency and thus also responsibility by his two examples of 

the sociopath and the 5- or 6-year-old child. Clearly these 

concepts are separate in the examples he mentioned, and the 

wedge Fingarette inserted is sufficient to logically distin

guish the two concepts. Yet I think I have shown that 

Fingarette's two conditions are far too weak to completely 

capture the concept of avowal. I want to argue that 

Fingarette's conceptual separation of personal from moral 

agency is insufficiently strong to show that acceptance of 

responsibility is not necessary for avowal. 

I claim that where personal agency is involved a 

person who cannot accept responsibility cannot self-deceive. 

Suppose it were otherwise: what would the purpose of the 

SD be? It could not be for the mere avoidance of owning up 

to an act as one's own (personal agency). The sociopath 

does this without hesitation, because, as Fingarette him

self said, there is not the necessary care and concern for 

acceptance of responsibility (moral agency). Fingarette 

gave no arguments to show that the 5- or 6-year old or the 

sociopath are self-deceived or even capable of it. Indeed 
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the sociopath is so honest because he lacks a motive to 

self-deceive. And, although I think that a 5- or 6-year old 

is capable of SD, it will only be if he is capable of 

accepting responsibility for any personal agency involved. 

Why? Because the motive for SD is always a certain kind of 

care and concern, i.e., not wanting to see oneself as bad 

in some sense or other due to actions or traits. And, when

ever SD involves personal agency, the SD will always be 

directed ultimately to the avoidance of the acceptance of 

responsibility, although this may be done via the refusal 

to spell out or through the failure to own up to the act as 

one's own. 

What I am saying is that Fingarette simply failed 

to include as part of his argument a crucial logical step. 

He failed to link personal agency disjunct from moral 

agency with the possibility of SD or avowal. Either he 

merely assumed that cases of personal agency apart from the 

capability to accept or reject responsibility can constitute 

cases of avowal or SD (obviously this should not read "actu

ality of acceptance or rejection of responsibility" because 

these would be avowal or SD in Fingarette's moral agency 

sense), or he slipped into the mistake of begging the ques

tion by assuming what he tried to prove, that avowal is not 

necessarily linked to acceptance of responsibility. 

What Fingarette needed was an example where personal 

agency alone, without the capability to accept or deny 
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examples. What are the kinds of feelings that tempt us 

toward SD? They are feelings like guilt, shame, jealousy, 

envy, embarrassment, fear, etc. Let me try to do 

Fingarette's job for him by constructing an example of the 

kind he needs. Does the sociopath feel bad enough about any 

of his actions to engage in SD to escape the feeling? The 

very meaning of what a sociopath is would seem to dictate 

that he does not. What about a 5- or 6-year-old child who 

Fingarette claimed is not yet held to be responsible for his 

actions? If he is capable of SD as I presume him to be, 

and if he does deceive himself for reasons of guilt or shame 

over his activity or over jealousy caused by feeling that 

his parents love his sister more, does he self-deceive par

tially because he wishes to escape the sense of personal 

responsibility for his wrong actions or because his actions 

were not good enough to win an equal amount of love from 

the parents ("partially" because he probably also self-

deceives in order to fantasize that his parents do love him 

as much or more than his sister, etc.)? Does he ever 

deceive himself just to detach the actions from being his 

actions, without the deeper concern that he bears responsi

bility and is somehow to blame for these actions? If so, 

what is the motive for the SD? The bad feelings involved 

only come with the sense of responsibility, not from per

sonal agency alone. This can be seen clearly in the case 



of some accidents where no personal fault is involved. The 

person does not hesitate to own up to the action since no 

blame is attached; circumstances were beyond his control. 

Fingarette may wish to claim that in the case of accidents, 

we do not have the action of a person but mere mechanical 

motion. But, of course, one can easily construct examples 

where this is not true: consider, for example, a case in 

which terrorists connected the light switch in the bank to 

an explosive charge, and the bank manager was unaware of 

this when he flipped the switch and brought about the death 

of 30 people. This example, which is similar to Hickey's 

claim of insanity, demonstrates that another possible form 

of SD may involve the false claim that an action was an 

accident, after one has spelled out and owned up to the 

action. 

It is true, although Fingarette gave us no hint that 

he was aware of it, that the motives for SD can go outside 

the realm of actions (personal agency), e.g., a child who 

is a misshapen dwarf. But cases like this cannot support 

Fingarette's position, because personal agency is no longer 

involved. The child's personal appearance is intimately 

personal, but it does not involve his agency. Nor can I 

legitimately be accused of playing upon the ambiguity of 

the term "personal agency" by selecting the meaning that 

suits my argument and not Fingarette's. The ambiguity is 

whether personal agency merely means "belonging or inhering 
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to the agent" or "being an action of the agent". I have 

interpreted it as the latter because: (1) Fingarette spoke 

of avowal as involving the agent's owning up to an action 

as his and (2) Fingarette disclaimed a 1-year old from 

having personal agency by claiming that he is not yet a 

person (p. 147). These points eliminate the former possible 

interpretation above. Thus I have adhered to the meaning of 

"personal agency" which Fingarette implicitly accepted by 

his usage of the term. 

But, now the question naturally arises as to whether 

acceptance of responsibility is also necessary for avowal in 

cases where the original motive for SD does not involve 

personal agency, e.g., the case of the dwarf child. Obvi

ously in such a case, acceptance of responsibility cannot 

mean acceptance of one's past wrong actions, since, by defi

nition, there have been none because there was no personal 

agency involved. In such cases, what acceptance of respon

sibility must mean is a willingness to attempt to deal with 

the flaws nature has given one, as opposed to deceiving one

self about the very existence of such flaws. If I then say 

that, even in such cases as this, acceptance of responsi

bility is necessary for avowal, I mean that whatever can be 

denied (i.e., the refusal to face up to and attempt to 

handle these flaws), logically requires also the possibility 

of acceptance. Thus the ability to self-deceive does imply 

the ability to accept responsibility in some sense, whether 
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the original motive for SD involves personal agency or not. 

Of course, the ability to accept responsibility does not 

mean that the flaws in one's character will be handled 

competently or successfully, but only that they will be 

admitted and handled in some fashion or other. 

Thus, although Fingarette's claim is correct that 

we often do not hold the 5-or 6-year old to be responsible, 

for a variety of reasons ranging from the fact that he lacks 

the knowledge of right and wrong or the insight to see the 

evil consequences of a seemingly permissible action, or 

just lacks total muscular control, his claim is inconsequen

tial. Of course, it would do Fingarette no good to claim 

that the child simply could not accept responsibility for 

any personal action about which he would self-deceive, 

because he is not old enough to be responsible. Being 

responsible is conceptually distinct from acceptance of 

responsibility, although the two usually overlap. And, 

where the child does not accept responsibility for his 

actions, he has no motive to self-deceive. Thus, I claim 

that Fingarette is simply guilty of a non sequitur. 

Let me now take up the final problem, which I ear

lier called the essential problem of SD: that a person 

must to some extent see and take note of the content that 

he wishes to repress in order to know that he wants to 

repress it. The concept of knowing and simultaneously not 
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knowing, which Fingarette disliked and went to such pains to 

avoid, is also at issue. 

I claim this concept does make sense if it is used 

in conjunction with a clear and nonmystical notion of sub

merged selves. Fingarette himself used the concept of 

subselves in the chapter called "Real Guilt and Neurotic 

Guilt" in his earlier book On Responsibility (1967). But 

I believe that he did not make further use of this concept 

in the analysis of SD because he thought his notion of 

spelling-out rendered it superfluous, as I hinted earlier 

in this chapter. To see my reason for holding this concept 

to not be particularly mystical, let me again consider the 

prisoner-guard experiment. 

In this experiment, would one say that the prisoners 

really knew that they were not prisoners, but were instead 

participating in an experiment? It would certainly be dif

ficult to hold that they were not aware of it. After all 

one does not think that they were suffering from amnesia. 

And, yet, if they did know it, their disturbed and dis

tressed behavior is quite inexplicable. As Zimbardo (1972) 

pointed out, their reality was no longer one of taking part 

in an experiment but was rather one of failing to be 

paroled by the Stanford County jail, and this was in spite 

of the fact that all but three of the prisoners would have 

gladly traded their pay for parole. What is wrong with 

saying that if questioned, they would certainly have been 
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part of them was temporarily so much submerged, that even 

though there was no logical reason to remain once they were 

willing to give up the money, the logic of demanding to be 

released from the experiment did not come to their atten

tion. Their environment was so disoriented that they did 

not focus on this information at the time. This again 

brings into question Fingarette's claim that only the agent 

can spell out for himself. Suppose I said to one of the 

prisoners: "Why are you still here? You can leave any

time, especially since you're willing to give up the money 

you were offered. You're not a prisoner, you're a student." 

And, suppose I could easily read the sense of surprise and 

relief that crossed the student's face, and that he immedi

ately walked out of the "prison." Is not he now freed from 

the SD that I claim in Chapter 5 that he has been suffering 

from? But what exactly constituted the agent's spelling 

out for himself? Was not it simply seeing that what I said 

was correct? Is it necessary that he add anything at all 

to that? But, Fingarette could not allow this passive 

understanding to be spelling out. The best explanation of 

the behavior of the student-prisoners seems to force one to 

say that they both knew and did not know their situation. 

They did not know; otherwise they would not have acted as 

they did. They did know, because if questioned they would 

have given the appropriate responses. This is similar to 
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the case of the victim of cerebral commissurotomy, who both 

knew (left brain) how to describe the object but not how to 

pick it out, and did not know (right brain) how to describe 

the object but did know how to pick it out. (Is SD physi

ologically correlated with separating certain areas of the 

brain by raising in some way the resistance to information 

reaching that area?) 

I would be curious to know whether Fingarette would 

think that SD is involved in the prisoner-guard example. 

But, whether he does or not, cases like this would provide 

another problem for him. The problem is that he must dis

tinguish between cases of SD and cases involving shock 

victims, war victims, those overcome by fear, the suddenly 

disoriented, etc., where the normal self is temporarily 

submerged. What distinguishes the purposeful avoidance of 

spelling out that Fingarette links to self-deceivers from 

the nonpurposeful lack of spelling out of the above cases? 

Fingarette's purpose could be neither motive nor the failure 

to accept responsibility, but it is difficult to see the 

purposeful/nonpurposeful distinction on other grounds. 

Now, if the prisoners could be so self-divided in 

repressing so drastically what they once knew, is there any 

mystery in the fact that people who have so much more to 

gain, i.e., avoidance of seeing themselves as bad in some 

way, can purposefully create a similar submerged self and 

repress into it all that they do not want to know? Is it 
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any less proper to say of these people, as I did with the 

prisoners, that in some sense they both know and do not know 

the same set of facts, i.e., they once knew certain facts 

well enough to want to repress them, and apart from that 

submerged self, they no longer know these facts? 

With the last point, I have completed the detailing 

of my principal disagreements with Fingarette's position. 

They are as follows: 

1. Spelling out is not properly modeled as being 

restricted to linguistic activity to the exclusion of seeing 

and selecting. It can equally be done by the right brain or 

the left. Fingarette's attempt to avoid the cognition-

perception language is rendered superfluous. 

2. Spelling out is not necessarily an action that 

only the agent can do for himself. It is possible that 

antoher person can get the agent to see something, or can 

bring something to his explicit consciousness, although 

there is a sense in which only the agent can understand 

for himself. 

3. Avowal is not necessarily an inner act. 

4. Motive can be essential to determining whether 

there is SD in cases where spelling out is done. This is 

especially true if one's engagements in the world are 

thought of only in terms of external action, and are not 

partially determined by motive. 
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5. The acceptance of responsibility is necessary for 

avowal. Fingarette's failure to see this is partially 

attributable to his failure to recognize the importance 

of motive in SD. 

6. By taking a relatively clear sense of the notion of 

submerged selves, one can appreciate the great value of 

Fingarette's emphasis on action-volition language embodied 

in the concept of spelling out, while yet making sense of 

the cognitive-perception language of knowing and not knowing 

at the same time. These two kinds of language are not mutu

ally exclusive, but fit together nicely into a coherent 

picture. 

I have other minor disagreements with Fingarette. 

He (1969, p. 140) said "The less integrity the less is there 

motive to enter into self-deception." The opposite of this 

can be equally true. One can imagine a prostitute who has 

so little self-esteem or meaning in life that what little 

she does have is well protected by vigorous SD. On the 

other hand, the Kantian moral man might take special steps 

to avoid the slightest SD, having the greatest motive to 

avoid it. Thus it is not the personal integrity itself that 

determines the tendency to self-deceive, but the facets of 

ourselves which we attempt to protect and how dear we hold 

them. 
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Also, Fingarette (1969, p. 148) said "avowal is a 

necessary condition of responsiblity." This is false 

whether he means being responsible or accetping responsi

bility. Clearly we do both frequently without ever spell

ing out, which is one of his two necessary conditions for 

avowal. 

On the same page he said, "avowal is not a suffi

cient condition of responsibility." But, as I have shown, 

acceptance of responsibility is a necessary condition for 

avowal, so avowal is clearly sufficient for acceptance of 

responsibility. 

Fingarette's metaphysical conferring of rull per-

sonhood (like knighthood) upon the 5- or 6-year old in 

preference to saying that the process of becoming a full 

person is just the process of coming fully to accept respon

sibility, seems completely arbitrary unless all he means by 

personhood is personal agency. Whether one likes it or not, 

the law often treats juveniles and the mentally ill this 

way; they are not given the due process accruing to full 

persons because they cannot accept full responsibility. 

But the grist Fingarette gained for his mill by this act, 

I have dispersed through another method of attack, and 

besides, these differences must seem picayune compared to 

the major differences I have already drawn. 



CHAPTER 5 

A NEW THEORY OF SELF-DECEPTION 

Introduction 

In the following I present a radically new attempt 

to deal with the logical perplexities of self-deception. 

I have labelled my theory the evolutionary theory of self-

deception (SD) because it is a hypothesis that depends on 

the different capabilities of different parts of the brain 

as they have evolved. In sketching the theory, let me say 

that some areas of the brain, to be detailed later on have 

a more purely cognitive function, while other areas have a 

more purely affective function. The cognitive brain gen

erates various self-concepts, whereas the affective brain 

is responsible for the protection of the entire system. 

Roughly speaking, I believe SD takes place because of the 

communication as well as the failure to "communicate" 

between these two kinds of distributed systems within the 

brain. When the cognitive parts of the brain judge some 

idea to be a threat to a self-concept, affective areas are 

alerted to attempt to protect the system by escape of any 

viable sort. I discuss, in considerable detail, just how 

I believe SD takes place in this way. 

My theory has the advantage of carrying additional 

explanatory power that goes outside the limited realm 
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of SD to account for other interesting psychological phenom

ena, e.g., false confession and inexplicably docile behavior 

that is greatly disadvantageous to those doing it. The so-

called paradoxes of SD are either shown to never get started 

or are answered easily. This theory is also more empiri

cally tied to the brain than is any other view of SD. 

I begin the chapter by citing several psychological 

experiments intended to show that a sophisticated level of 

reasoning can take place beneath the threshold of conscious

ness. Also added are some additional examples of SD neces

sary to develop certain later points. Next comes the 

important section in which I tie down as much as current 

neuroanatomical theory will permit precisely what I mean by 

the cognitive and affective areas of the brain. Following 

that is a discussion of the self-concept and the actual 

evolutionary theory itself. Once I use the theory to give 

an explanation of related psychological phenomena and then 

attempt a refutation of the view that SD necessarily 

involves contradictory beliefs, I give detailed arguments 

contrasting my view with the analytic views of Rorty (1972), 

Saunders (1975), and Szabados (1971, 1974a, -b) followed by 

a shorter commentary on Kierkegaard (1956), Freud (1960), 

and Sartre (1956). Finally, there are some miscellaneous 

sections dealing with the brain mechanism involved in SD, 

two kinds of SD, SD versus sincere belief, the explanatory 
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power of the theory, and a concluding section on SD and moral 

blame. 

Related Experiments 

In this section I describe various experiments whose 

impact is to demonstrate conclusively that the mind can and 

does make sophisticated logical judgments which occur 

beneath the threshold of consciousness and never penetrate 

into awareness and yet do succeed in being stored in the 

long-term memory system. Such an ability as this seems 

logically necessary for the real existence of SD and my 

explanation of it. 

First Experiment 

Corteen and Wood (1972, p. 308) did an experiment 

designed to answer the following questions: "At what point, 

or after what degree of analysis, is non-attended material 

discarded? Is it simply ignored without any analysis or is 

it afforded some degree of analysis prior to its rejection?" 

Subjects participated in a dichotic listening exper

iment in which the prime task was to repeat back (shadow) 

the words of a prose passage being read to their right ear. 

Simultaneously, they were read a list of nouns in their 

left ear. Previously, these subjects had been given mild 

shocks associated with city names so that measurable gal

vanic skin responses were now associated with the hearing 

of the city names alone in the absence of the shocks. 



Embedded in the noun list were further city names which had 

not been shock-associated. The subjects were instructed to 

ignore the left ear message and concentrate on their shadow

ing task. Even though no subject could recall hearing any 

city names in the noun list at the conclusion of the experi

ment in spite of being asked the direct suggestive question, 

"Were you aware of any city names in the noun lists?", the 

results showed a far higher and statistically significant 

correlation between measured galvanic skin responses and 

city names, including the non shock-associated ones, than 

they did between control words and galvanic skin responses. 

The authors Corteen and Wood (1972, p. 312) con

cluded that, 

Their experiment suggests that subjects produced 
autonomic responses to stimuli which had acquired 
prior significance without these subjects learning 
that the stimuli had occurred at the time [and that 
since], autonomic responses were made to stimuli 
which were not previously associated with shock but 
which were of the same class as the associated stim
uli [that], there might be a fairly sophisticated 
degree of processing occurring without awareness 
. . . prior to any attention shift. 

(According to current neuroanatomical theory, this kind of 

processing is common in many sensory neural subsystems.) 

Finally, not only is there analysis to the point of attach

ing appropriate significance without any apparent shift in 

attention, but there is also no interruption in the proces

sing of information taken in through the attended channel. 
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Second Experiment 

Allport, Antonis, and Reynolds (1972) performed two 

versions of an experiment whose results appear to overturn 

the single channel hypothesis. This hypothesis is that 

(1) the brain acts as a single communication channel of 

limited capacity, (2) so that performance of two or more 

concurrent tasks can only be maintained by the rapid alter

nation of attention, i.e., by time-sharing in the access to 

a general purpose central processor. Thus, if either task 

demands continuous occupation of the single channel, 

information relating to the other task is excluded and any 

performance necessitating the excluded information will 

fail. Finally, (3) any input to long-term memory must pass 

through the general purpose single channel. Modern neuro-

science would reject the thesis that the brain acts as a 

single communication channel because of the tremendous 

redundancy of the auditory system, i.e., information leaks 

out through a great number of synapses. 

In the first version of their experiment, subjects 

were given a primary shadowing task to the dominant left 

brain-right ear, while one of three competing memory stimuli 

was given to the right brain, either words presented audi-

torially, or words presented visually, or photographs. Then 

they were tested by being asked to respond yes or no to each 

of a presentation of 30 items, half of which were the 15 

items presented as the competing memory stimulus. 
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Recognition memory for auditory words presented during the 

shadowing task approached the chance level of 50% errors, 

for visual words only 30%, and for the pictures less than 

10%. The results of the tests on recognition memory for 

auditory words is in agreement with the results of the 

Corteen and Wood (1972) experiment where the subjects could 

not remember that any city names had been presented to the 

unattended channel. 

The second version of the experiment consisted of 

a shadowing task presented to music students while they were 

asked to sight read music and perform it on a piano. The 

results showed that these two tasks can be combined simul

taneously with little or no loss of efficiency in either 

task. Also note that, contrary to the time-sharing hypothe

sis, there was no indication of an increase in very long or 

very short inter-word intervals, which would be expected if 

there were any tendency to shadow in intermittent bursts of 

rapid speech, followed by silence while attending to the 

music. Allport et al. (1972) stated, 

In the authors' opinion, the results of the sight 
reading experiment are wholly incompatible with 
the single channel hypothesis. The only option open 
to supporters of this hypothesis is presumably to 
argue ex post facto that the auditory shadowing task 
cannot occupy all, or even most, of the single chan
nel capacity. But if this is so, then the single 
channel hypothesis fails to account for the 
frequently replicated inability of subjects while 
shadowing to take in the contents of even very 
simple concurrent [auditory] language input, which 
was after all one of the principal phenomena that 
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the hypothesis was designed to explain. It is this 
contrast with the results of this dichotic listen
ing experiment which is of primary importance. . . 
(p= 232). 

Neither does it appear plausible to argue that very 
rapid switching or time-sharing in the single chan
nel may be possible as between the processing of 
pictures and the shadowing ta^k, but not between 
discrete auditory words and shadowing. If the pro
cessing of visual input is intrinsically very much 
faster than that of auditory inputs f then how is 
the relatively large deterioration in the case of 
visually presented words under divided attention to 
be explained? (p. 229) 

If there is in the functional organization of the 
brain, anything analagous to the general purpose 
central processor of the Von Neumann computer, 
we are forced to conclude that it is not involved 
in the performance of these tasks. A more appro
priate model would be that of a number of indepen
dent, special purpose computers (processors and 
stores) operating in parallel and, at least in some 
cases, capable of accepting only a one message or 
"chunk" of information for processing at a time. 
In general, we suggest any complex task will depend 
on the operation of a number of independent, spe
cialized processors, many of which may be common to 
other tasks. ... We will refer to the general 
class model, for convenience, as the "multi-channel" 
hypothesis (p. 233). 

Current theory about the workings of the brain would go even 

further than the multi-channel hypothesis. Integration of 

all signals received at any time is always going on. Brain 

cells listen to a wide range of inputs. Brain cells do not 

overload. One can always add more information to a brain 

cell because they have almost limitless capacity. 

Third Experiment 

This experiment by Hirst, Neisser, and Spelke (1978) 

is included principally because I later wish to make a 



94 

precise analogy between it and the self-deception of Arthur 

Goldman (Hiller, 1976) and use it to argue against the 

necessary and sufficient criteria for the ascription of SD 

laid down by Sackheim and Gur (1978). 

Two subjects were given a shadowing task while 

simultaneously copying short dictated sentences. Although 

the subjects were not informed of this fact, each succeeding 

three sentences consisted of closely related material. 

Afterwards, they were given 30 test sentences? 10 that had 

actually been dictated, 10 that had not been dictated but 

were implied by the dictated triplets, and another 10 that 

were unrelated to the meanings of the triplets although they 

were formed from words that had been included in the dicta

tion list. 

Dictated Sentences: 

"An active volcano was nearby." 
"It began to rumble yesterday." 
"The people became very quiet." 

Test Sentences: 

Dictated: "It began to rumble yesterday." 
Implied: "The volcano began to rumble." 
New: "The volcano was very quiet." 

(Hirst et al., 1978, p. 60) 

In the recognition test, the subjects recognized 

both the dictated and implied sentences with far greater 

confidence than they did the new sentences. This indicated 

that, unknown to them, their minds picked up and retained 

information about the dictated sentences as wholes, and not 
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just individual words, and more importantly, inferred mean

ings across a number of sentences taken together. 

Additional Examples of Self-deception 

The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie 

In The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie (Neame, 1969), 

Maggie Smith played a 1930s Scottish teacher at the Marcia 

Blaine School for girls whose motto is "Who can find a 

virtuous woman? For her price if far above rubies." Miss 

Brodie is a strong willed, unconventional woman who sees 

herself as a passionate romantic in her prime, who teaches 

young girls how to be Brodie girls, i.e., how not to suc

cumb to the provincial ignorance of the times. At the 

beginning of the movie, she says to her class, "Goodness, 

truth, and beauty come first over political squabbles." 

Among Brodie1s first group of students that we see 

are two, Ginny and Sandy, who closely parallel the two 

central characteristics of Brodie. Once Brodie said that 

there is "a spiritual bond between Ginny and me," later 

explaining that Ginny is a creature of "extraordinary 

physical instincts, primitive and free," who could be "mag

nificently elevated above the ordinary realm." But Brodie 

is blind to Sandy's qualities because Sandy is precisely 

that concept of Brodie which she does not want to see. She 

says to Sandy, "I can always depend on you" and later notes 
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that because Sandy is quite intelligent and insightful, she 

would make a good secret service agent. 

Brodie has just finished an affair with Mr. Lloyd, 

the painting teacher, who is still bewitched by her, and 

begins one with the music teacher, a man clearly not the 

equal of her former lover in either insight or spirit. 

Only later does the viewer begin to suspect the reason that 

she has ended the affair with Mr. Lloyd, when she reveals 

herself in two classroom speeches. In the first, she talks 

of her one real love, Hugh, who fell in Flanders Field. 

Hugh was both a singer and a painter, but "the painter was 

the real Hugh." In the second, she makes a rapturous and 

haunting speech about the love of Dante for Beatrice, of 

how "a mature man can find love in a young girl, an old 

love, a lost love, a sublime love." Immediately following 

this speech, she addresses a young red-haired girl as 

Ginny, but Ginny is no longer in her class. Ginny is by 

far the most beautiful of Brodie"s students, and Brodie 

hopes that "one day she will catch the eye of an artist." 

Brodie says to Sandy once in a conspiratorial tone, "We can 

help Ginny to realize her instincts." Brodie does this 

naturally by steering Ginny toward Mr. Lloyd, but Sandy, 

unknown to Brodie, intercedes and becomes Lloyd's lover 

instead. Sandy, representing the more cunning, detached 

and non-instinctual side of Brodie, has done this because 

she has been indoctrinated completely into Brodie's value 
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system, i.e., that the passionate part of ourselves is the 

truly valuable part, and Sandy wants to convince herself 

that she is like that. Perhaps Brodie began her relation

ship with Lloyd partially to evoke memories of Hugh, when 

she was in fact in her prime, but clearly, she ends the 

relationship because she fears that she may be beyond her 

prime, and she intends to live through Ginny, with whom she 

has "a spiritual bond" and whom she hopes will become 

Lloyd's lover. Thus, Brodie's activities concerning Lloyd 

have been every bit as calculated as have Sandy's. And, in 

the end, it is Sandy who spoils all of Brodie's intentions. 

Because Brodie has been inflamed in later years by the 

"romanticism" of Mussolini and Franco, a student empty of 

self who has been filled up by Brodie, goes off and gets 

herself killed in Spain, fighting for the "wrong" side. 

Sandy then gets Brodie fired for teaching politics. The 

movie ends with Sandy leaving Miss Brodie, while Brodie 

shouts "assassin" after her, and Miss Brodie's earlier words 

are recalled as we see Sandy walking away from the school 

and out into life, "Give me a girl at an impressionable age, 

and she'll be a Brodie girl forever." 

A Sexual Profile of Men in Power 

In the book, A Sexual Profile of Men in Power, 

psychologists Janus, Bess, and Saltus (1978) revealed the 

results of hundreds of hours of interviews with elite 



98 

prostitutes. In this careful study, they discovered that 

the most frequently requested service by men in positions of 

power was to be the recipient of various imaginative kinds 

of flagellation and humiliation. Forty-four members of the 

then current House and Senate were claimed as clients by at 

least three prostitutes unknown to each other, and their 

stories of the politician's typical behavior checked with 

each other's. Only 80 prostitutes were interviewed in the 

study. Some of the leaders of our country (one's name was 

evidently a household word, a man who also ran for the 

presidency on several occasions) would pay hundreds of 

dollars to endure extreme physical torture, e.g., having 

needles penetrate their testicles, having their testicles 

burned, severe whippings with a cat-o-nine-tails, and 

other civilized activities. Behavior as bizarre as this 

requires an explanation. The thesis of Janus et al. (1978), 

which I believe is correct, is that it was done so that 

these men could think of themselves as genuinely superior 

men, fully deserving their power and the privileges that 

go along with it. After all, since the merely ordinary man 

could not withstand such pain, he should not deserve such 

extraordinary position. 

Although it is possible that this is not a case of 

SD, I believe that it is because of the highly irrational 

standards that count as criteria deserving of leadership 

position, but I later discuss this. 
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The Iceman Cometh 

In Eugene O'Neill's (1964) "The Iceman Cometh," 

Theodore Hickey is a salesman who is overly fond of booze 

and women other than his wife. But his wife is extraordi

narily understanding and routinely accepts him back with 

open arms and kind words. After many of these unhappy 

returns for Hickey, made unhappy by his building guilt, he 

finally decides to murder his wife, not for his benefit, 

but rather to free her from him. 

Later Hickey visits the Harry Hope saloon, where he 

deliberately undertakes to free the drunken sots who live 

there from their pipe dreams and hopes which manacle them 

to the past. Magically, he gets them to believe in them

selves and their dreams, and one by one he gives them the 

courage to leave the saloon and try out their dreams again. 

But by day's end, all have returned, now with their dreams 

crushed. Then Hickey tells them what he was really trying 

to do. 

Of course, I have pity. But now I've seen the 
light, it isn't my old kind of pity—the kind yours 
is. It isn't the kind that lets itself off easy by 
encouraging some poor guy to go on kidding himself 
with a lie—the kind that leaves the poor slob worse 
off because it makes him feel guiltier than ever— 
the kind that makes his lyiiig hopes nag at him and 
reproach him until he's a rotten skunk in his own 
eyes. I know all about that kind of pity. I've 
had a bellyfull of it in my time, and it's all wrong! 
No, sir. The kind of pity I feel now is after final 
results that will really save the poor guy, and make 
him contented with what he is, and quit battling 
himself, and find peace for the rest of his life 
(O'Neill, 1954, p. 641). 
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Then Hickey launches into a long discussion of how 

he ultimately found inner peace by getting rid once and for 

all of the illusory dream that he would ever stop being a 

womanizer and a drunk. And when he realized this, he knew 

he would have to kill his wife because she would always hang 

onto the dream and always be suffering for it. But when 

recounting the mercy killing to the listeners at the Harry 

Hope saloon, he remembers in an unguarded moment that he 

said, "Well, you know what you can do with your pipe dream 

now, you damned bitch" (p. 716). But even after this, 

Hickey does not escape SD. Throughout his time in the 

saloon, he had been telling the boys through their enmity 

toward him for crushing their dreams that he was altogether 

too sane to risk hurting them unless he knew that he could 

show them the way to real peace like his. But immediately 

after his remembering what he said to his wife upon killing 

her, he claims insanity and wants to go to "the chair" 

because he "loved Evelyn better than anything in life" (p. 

716) and could never have said such a thing to her. He is 

led away by the police still protesting his insanity. 

The Brain 

I turn now to specifying those parts of the brain 

which, taken together, form what I call the affective brain. 

The distinction to be drawn between the affective and cogni

tive brain is absolutely crucial to the theory of SD which 
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I propound. Because I believe that the subtle interplay 

between these two different functions of the brain permits 

the occurrence of SD, if it could be shown that I am mis

taken in the way that I divide the brain as to function or 

that the kind of interplay on which my theory rests (to be 

detailed in the next two sections) simply could not take 

place in the brain, then my whole theory of SD must neces

sarily collapse. 

The parts of the brain that I wish to include in 

the affective brain are (1) the brain stem reticular forma

tion, (2) the major parts of the limbic system, i.e., the 

hypothalamus, limbic midbrain area, limbic lobe, hippo

campus, septal are^ and amygdala, (3) certain nuclei of the 

thalamus which, together with the already included hypo

thalamus, constitutes two of the four thalamic zones that 

make up the diencephalon, and (4) possibly some cortical 

components, e.g., the visual cortex, but excluding the 

granular frontal cortex (see below). Generally speaking, 

the affective brain could be said to be less highly evolved 

than the cognitive brain, in the sense that its neurons are 

less modality-specific and its layout more phylogenetically 

stable. The cognitive brain includes the neocortex and 

its thalamic affiliates: specifically, the frontal lobe 

containing the granular frontal cortex, along with the 

parietal, occipital and temporal lobes, all of which con

tribute to the extensive association cortex and exchange 
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fiber connections with the medial dorsal, pulvinar, and 

other thalamic nuclei. 

Now I very briefly sketch the functions relevant to 

my theory of these parts of the brain, beginning with the 

affective brain. The brain stem reticular formation, the 

ancient core of the central nervous system, plays an irre

placeable role in correlating all kinds of information and 

organizing generalized responses, e.g., breathing,vasomotor 

control, heart rate, sleep and arousal, and alerting. 

The brain stem reticular formation is capable of 

suppressing or enhancing the activity of many neurons, thus 

inhibiting or facilitating transmission (via coded trains of 

action potentials) of information through specific pathways. 

A note of possible importance for my purposes in discussing 

SD is that the reticular formation may be implicated in 

reducing the impact of stimuli upon the cerebral cortex. 

For instance, it does seem to play a role in habituation, 

a neural mechanism whereby the organism becomes inattentive 

to monotonously repeated stimuli. Thus it seems possible 

that the reticular formation might reduce or prevent 

altogether certain evidence involved in SD from getting to 

the cerebral cortex. Because its neurons (see Figure 1) 

exhibit high stability and lack of specialization, one 

contemporary anatomist has observed, "Within the brain of 

man lies the brain of a snake" (Angevine, 1979a, p. 3) 



Figure 1. Diagram of a multipolar neuron 

Glossary 

Axon: Often referred to as a nerve fiber, the axon is 
the conducting part of the neuron. It is a process conveying 
influences in an all-or-none fashion from the receptive zone 
(cell body and dendrites) to other nerve cells. Under special 
circumstances, the axon, near the beginning or end of the 
course, may receive input from other axons. That is, it too 
may serve a receptive function (Angevine, 1979d, p. 1). 

Axon-hillock; A cone-shaped region of the cell body 
which, along with the initial segment, forms the trigger zone 
for the nerve impulses. 

Dendrites: Part of the receptive zone which receives 
and processes input, evoking a graded (not all-or-none) 
response, which shifts the neuron toward or away from gener
ating an impulse of its own. The dendrite is a drawn-out 
extension of the cell body, in a sense a structural speciali
zation by which the meuron attains a large surface area for 
the receipt of impulses. Under special circumstances, the 
dendrite may conduct impulses along its length similar to an 
axon. 

Myelin sheath: A segmented, discontinuous layer which 
ensheaths most axons, interrupted at regular intervals by the 
nodes of Ranvier. A role of the sheath is to greatly increase 
the conducting speed of nerve impulses, which "jump" from node 
to node. 

Neuron: The key functional unit of the central nervous 
system. Each neuron integrates, conducts, and transmits coded 
information as if it were a tiny brain all by itself (Angevine, 
1979b, p. 4). The neuron deploys great flexibility of design; 
the diversity of form and size of neurons is probably greater 
than any other cell type in the body. The typical neuron con
sists of a cell body, one axon, and several dendrites. 

Node of Ranvier: A regularly spaced interruption in the 
myelin sheath surrounding axons. This permits the nerve 
impulse to leap from node to node instead of travelling con
tinuously, thus allowing greatly increased speed of conduction 
of nerve impulses. 

Nucleus: The central cellular organelle, containing the 
genetically defined controls of the cell's activity, protein 
synthesis, longevity, and so forth. 

Oligodendroglia: One of a variety of glial ("nerve glue") 
cells; forms and maintains myelin in the central nervous system 
and supplies nutrition to neurons. 
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The limbic system, popularly known as the "visceral 

brain," is associated with the emotional aspects of behavior 

and with memory. It receives and integrates an extremely 

wide range of inputs and thereby helps to bring about 

stable, goal-directed activity. This system is integral to 

those activities essential for self-preservation, such as 

feeding and defensive reactions, as well as to those 

activities related to species preservation—mating, procrea

tion, and care of offspring. One of two principal outlets 

for its activity is via various pathways from the hypothala

mus to the spinal cord; the other outlet is through hypo

thalamic blood-borne factors regulating hormonal secretions 

from the pituitary gland. 

The heart of the limbic system is the hypothalamus 

(see Figure 2), a diencephalic "control center" which 

regulates visceral and somatic activities- The almost 

universal layout of its "instrument panel" apparently 

became stabilized many thousands of years ago. The hypo

thalamus is a tiny structure (4 gms vs. 1500 gms for the 

whole brain), but it is vitally implicated on the body's 

response to emotional or physical stress. It plays an 

indispensable role in all the autonomic responses of the 

body, including the "fight or flight" reaction and the 

range of hedonic activities. 

The hippocampus (see Figure 2) another component 

of the limbic system seems to "make decisions" (change its 
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Figure 2. The thalamus and position of certain 
structures in the limbic system 
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electrical rhythms) as to whether: (1)'conditions repre

sent changes that for safety's sake demand scrutiny; 

(•2) information should be stored (probably not in the 

hippocampus itself); and (3) stored information should be 

retrieved from memory (Angevine, 1979b, p. 4). Extensive 

injury to the hippocampal formation in humans may result in 

severe memory defects, particularly in regard to memory for 

recent events. Bilateral lesions in or near this structure 

can have striking consequences: patients forget information 

obtained in the previous 10 minutes, are unable to commit 

anything to memory, or cannot carry on normal conversations 

without being able to recall their content minutes later. 

The amygdala (see Figure 2), so named because it 

is shaped like an almond, is a phylogenetically old struc

ture in the anterior temporal lobe; its activity seems to 

be related to visceral demands and their outward expression. 

Lesions of the amygdala differ greatly in their effects in 

different species. In cats, damage leads to tremendously 

increased aggressiveness, to what is called "sham rage," 

whereas in humans and monkeys the Kliiver-Bucy syndrome 

results—hypersexuality, placidity, greatly increased 

desire for food, irresistible impulses to touch every 

object in sight, and visual agnosia or "not knowing" 

(Angevine, 1979b, p. 4; Noback and Demarest, 1981, p. 477). 

For instance, monkeys formerly fearful of snakes may pick 

up a live snake and handle it without fear. 
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Electrical stimulation of the amygdala in monkeys 

often results in an "arrest reaction," in which the animal 

assumes an attitude of aroused attention, assumed to be the 

initial phase of the "fight or flight" reaction. This 

reaction is similar to that obtained during activation of 

the brain-stem reticular formation. 

Other limbic system components will receive only 

limited commentary here. A small region of the upper brain 

stem is the limbic midbrain area. It responds to threaten

ing events, requiring unconditional activation of physio

logical defense mechanisms, adversive and visceral such as 

the responses to pain. A larger region in the forebrain is 

called the "limbic lobe." Literally, it means "bordering 

lobe"; it roughly surrounds the diencephalon and corpus 

callosum, and is encircled on its outer rim by the parietal, 

temporal, occipital, and frontal lobes. The limbic lobe 

obviously collects a vast range of cortical inputs, which 

.it delivers to the hippocampus via complex circuits. 

Located within the limbic system are certain so-

called "pleasure centers" as well as "punishing" or pain 

centers. An animal with electrodes implanted in a pleasure 

center, if given the opportunity to stimulate itself with 

small shocks by pressing a lever, will press it thousands 

of times per hour, sometimes as often as 11,000 times per 

hour, hour after hour until exhausted. If allowed to 

indulge in this self-stimulation for an hour or so each day, 
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the animal will perform this action intensely for months 

on end with no indication of satiety. So great is the 

drive for this stimulation that it will choose barpressing 

over eating or drinking, even if hungry and/or thirsty— 

even tolerate painful shocks to its feet in order to con

tinue an experience which would appear to have great hedonic 

value. 

Contrarily, shocks to punishing centers cause 

monkeys to quiver and shake, bite and tear objects with 

their mouths, or become irritable and refuse to eat if the 

stimulation continues for hours. An animal conditioned to 

expect a shock to the punishing center becomes highly 

motivated to nullify the expected stimulus if it learns 

that the stimulus can be prevented by an action like press

ing a bar. In humans, stimulation of punishing centers 

evokes a response of fear or terror. 

The thalamus (see Figure 2) is involved in both 

affective and cognitive activities. It is the principal 

terminus of the sensory systems of the body. Regardless of 

where sensory information arises (with the exception of 

olfaction, generally not as important to humans as sight or 

hearing in the discovery of danger), all sensory pathways, 

e.g., optic, auditory, somesthetic, and so forth, converge 

on the thalamus. The information is processed here and 

sent on to the cerebral cortex for further feature analysis. 

In addition to its importance in discriminating sensations, 
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the thalamus is also involved in judgments relating to the 

affective aspects of sensation, i.e., as to whether sensa

tions are pleasant or- unpleasant. Thus, it plays a signifi

cant role in the conscious appreciation of sensation. 

Lesions of the midline and intralaminar thalamic nuclei are 

known to relieve the affective response to pain. But more 

than that, the thalamus is a dominant structure in maintain

ing and regulating consciousness, alertness, and attention. 

It organizes cortical activity, even to the extent of 

perhaps taking the lead in regard to some affective and 

cognitive needs. 

The neocortex, believed to be critically involved 

in analyzer and cognitive functions, has undergone the 

greatest proportional increase in the evolution of the 

mammalian brain. It is part of the cerebral cortex, a 

complex of regions that analyze features to a degree not 

found in most other parts of the brain. This kind of 

analysis requires great neuronal modality-specificity and 

extensive (almost open-ended) sequences of analyzer areas. 

The frontal lobe (see Figure 3), nature's crowning 

gift, seems on the basis of its many varied inputs to be 

extraordinarily well informed about the encyclopedic range 

of events that transpire throughout the nervous system. It 

appears to exercise powerful, highly selective influences 

over many of these occurrences. In particular, the granular 

(term denotes a high percentage of tiny granule cells) 
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Figure 3. The lobes of the brain 
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frontal cortex exerts control over the rest of the limbic 

system, sometimes in a totally decisive way, as in suppress

ing fear or grief, sometimes in a temporary way, as in post

poning responses to visceral demands. Studies on patients 

who have had bilateral prefrontal lobotomies teach us that 

the frontal loves are necessary to our possession of 

goals and objectives, as well as our sense of the means to 

achieve them, i.e., all of the subtle self-concepts that go 

beyond mere physical safety. Studies of such patients, as 

well as of those who have suffered injury or tumor in this 

brain area, demonstrate the importance of the granular 

frontal cortex for stability of purposeful behavior. The 

afflicted individual suffers a reduction in ethical stan

dards, which seems to be a consequence of diminished anxiety 

and concern. .He or she becomes more of a "creature of the 

moment." One upright and dependable worker became so 

irresponsible that he lost his job and spent the rest of 

his life as a shiftless drifter. In addition to a reduction 

in ethical standards, inappropriate behavior is also a 

typical sequel of frontal lobe damage, e.g., laughing at 

the wrong time or urinating in public while dressed in 

evening clothes and on the way to the opera (Angevine, 

1979c, pp. 6-7). The presence of the granular frontal 

cortex in the limbic system also enriches the affective 

brain with a sense of self, but as will become apparent 

later, I want to claim that the self-concepts inherent 
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in the affective and cognitive brains are of two very 

different sorts. 

The temporal lobe (see Figure 3) is associated with 

the activities of listening, dreaming, and remembering. 

Perception, recording, and the retrieval of events are 

dependent upon it. It is very important to note in discus

sing my theory of SD that such higher brain functions as 

memory almost certainly are responsibilities of many brain 

regions working together, especially the thalamus and the 

hippocampus as well. So that if the affective brain 

"thought" that the cognitive brain should not know some

thing, the affective brain would seem to have the necessary 

abilities to interfere with memory retrieval. The parietal 

lobe (see Figure 3) blends the senses, maps the body, and 

"understands" the significance of what sights, sounds, and 

other sensations mean. One interesting kind of agnosia 

that takes place when it is damaged is amorphosynthesis, 

which is an inability to "put the body together." The 

person so affected may fail to dress or undress one side of 

the body or attend to its cosmetic care, perhaps even com

plaining about the strange unwanted presence of the half-

body in bed (Angevine, 1979c, p. 4). 

With this I conclude the specifications of what I 

call the affective brain (hereafter AB) and the cognitive 

brain (hereafter CB). Let me now lead into a discussion of 

the self-concept through a quotation which begins to show 
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the significance of the distinction between the two func

tions of the brain that I have tried to draw. 

If we ignore structural variations that appear to 
be directly related to corresponding variations in 
physical characteristics, we are left with the only 
major anatomical feature of the brain that exhibits 
progressive variation from one species to another— 
the cerebral hemisphere. . . . The obvious infer
ence is that it is the function performed by the 
cerebral cortex that contributes to man his intel
lectual superiority over the other animals. Con
versely, we would expect to find in this relatively 
unchanging brain-stem the center of control for the 
processes that keep us alive and for the kinds of 
behavior that we share with the animals, such as 
emotion (Wooldridge, 1963, pp. 116-117). 

Here Wooldridge has stated a good idea but in 

general and in somewhat imprecise terms. He is attempting 

to point out that a dual system is involved in the human 

brain, a contrast I have tried to make betwen the AB and 

the CB. But the elements of each of the systems are far 

more intermixed than Wooldridge1s statement leads one to 

believe. For instance, the obviously new cerebral cortex 

crowns, and communicates with, the venerable basal ganglia 

that were elaborated long before the cortex itself. For 

another example, the ancient brain stem is shot through with 

descending tracts from the discriminatory cerebral cortex. 

Many other such examples could be adduced. Still, the basic 

distinction is correct. What is significant for my theory 

is that because the AB has not become specialized (fine-

tuned to certain sensations and stimulus parameters), its 

responses are much more attuned to the preservation of 
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of self and species, i.e., needs that in important ways 

were probably called on by primitive man more often and 

directly than they certainly are by civilized man. 

The Self-concept 

For primitive man, the concepts of guilt, shame, 

etc. were not nearly so dominant a part of his life as they 

are of civilized man. Although even primitive societies do 

have taboos and "laws" for which the punishment of ostra

cism, etc. can be exacted, it is clear that for primitive 

man the primary threats to his existence were external 

physical threats to the body. For modern man this is no 

longer true. We have a far more subtle and vigorous sense 

of self-consciousness than did primitive man. Corresponding 

to this is a virtual infinite variety of self-concepts, 

which may shift from moment-to-moment as do our engagements 

in the world. The far more intricate variation in potential 

self-concepts carries with it the consequence that the 

concepts of guilt and shame are far richer, subtle, and more 

varied, as well as being a more prevalent part of the life 

of modern man, than they were for primitive man. Thus there 

are many more ways in which modern man is exposed to pres'-

sure and stress against the inner self in the form of self-

criticism and self-attack than was primitive man. All of 

this bears importantly on the evolutionary theory of SD; 
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but, before I proceed, let me analyze what I mean by the 

idea of a self-concept. 

A self-concept can be a rather permanent and life

long engagement in the world, underlying all of our activi

ties of the moment, or it can be a much more transient and 

momentary thing, continuing only as long as a certain 

activity is continuing. Some self-concepts are more central 

and enduring than others, but all self-concepts have an 

evaluative component. It is the evaluative component which 

is intimately tied to the sense of well being of the "ego," 

and it is this component which can be threatened by various 

forms of pressures and criticism. Thus, it is the evalua

tive component of our self-identification which we ordi

narily attempt to preserve, sometimes by resorting to self-

deception. 

The central self-concept of Arthur Goldman of 

The Man in the Glass Booth (Hiller, 1975) is that of an 

enormously strong psychological character, so strong in 

fact that he chooses to sacrifice his life to teach the 

Jews something about themselves. Jean Brodie's (Neame, 

1969) central self-concept is that of a passionate, romantic 

woman in her prime who teaches young girls the proper way 

of being. Axel Freed's (Reisz, 1974) central self-concept 

is that of a "magical being" whose will power alone over

comes tremendous odds in life or death circumstances that 

are necessary to prevent him from being a common man who 
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seeks the staid death of security. In all three cases 

above, the self-concept is relatively permanent and there

fore operates in or at least underlies all of one's engage

ments in the world. But other self-concepts are more 

temporary and fleeting, living only from time-to-time, 

depending on oneis engagement in the world. For instance, 

take the self-concept of a basketball player who steps to 

the free-throw line for a one-and-one with only a second 

showing on the clock with a chance to win the game. Now 

he is a basketball player, perhaps thinking of himself as 

a potential hero or goat. But this self-concept is not 

necessarily an enduring one. It may be, if basketball is 

the crucial element of his life, he plans to become a pro

fessional, etc.. But, in his mind he may be principally a 

student who just happens to enjoy basketball. Whether the 

self-concept is central to him or one of several peripheral 

self-concepts will totally depend on what his values are. 

Of course, this could change. If he wins the game and is 

feted by the crowd, teammates, and fellow students, his 

thinking of himself as a basketball player may move more 

toward the center of his values and play a more important 

role, or conversely less of a role were he to be the goat. 

The shifting of our self-concepts is a subtle process and 

involves many facets, but a discussion of this is not rele

vant to my purpose here. 
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The Evolutionary Theory of Self-Deception 

It is my contention that the AB cannot adequately 

distinguish between an external threat (i.e., a direct 

physical threat) and an internal threat (e.g., guilt, 

shame, jealousy, fear of other than physical threats, etc.) 

The AB monitors all sensory input and does process it to a 

certain extent. Of course, it is primarily on the watch 

for danger signals, for physical threats to the well being 

of the system. But this part of the brain does defer to 

the judgments of the far more sophisticated CB. For 

example, if a lion suddenly charges a person staring at him 

at the zoo, the AB immediately prepares the body for escape 

by tensing the muscles, heightening the heart rate, etc. 

This reaction of the brain and body is quite automatic. 

In general, nature does not yet trust the functions of the 

body necessary for life itself to the conscious part of 

the brain. If the body does not flee in this situation, 

it is presumably because the judgment of the CB has over

ruled the AB by simply pointing out that since the lion 

cannot escape his cage or compound, it is unnecessary to 

flee. The AB defers to the CB on countless occasions. 

Thus, when the CB judges some input and concludes that 

guilt, shame, jealousy, etc. is appropriate, the AB defers 

to the CB as always and "misinterprets" this "self-attack" 

as a threat to the well being of the system. Naturally, 

it reacts to any perceived threat by instituting escape 
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behavior. This part of the brain seems to operate by one 

fixed rule, which is, "Respond to any threat by putting a 

safe distance between the threat and the system, and if the 

threat cannot be entirely escaped, reduce it as much as 

possible." 

Why does the AB interpret guilt, shame, jealousy, 

etc. as an attack against the ego (well-being of the sys

tem) sufficient to constitute a threat? Here one cannot 

afford to underestimate the importance to individuals of 

what I have termed the "self-concept" (or overestimate the 

"intelligence" of the AB). In The Prime of Miss Jean 

Brodie (Neame, 1969), Jean clearly thinks of herself as a 

heroine teaching other girls how to be likewise ("Give me 

a girl when she's at an impressionable age, and she'll be a 

Brodie girl forever.") She once says that the only way that 

she can be stopped from "teaching" will be to be assassi

nated. At the end of the movie when her ex-student Sandy 

has accused her of teaching politics and caused her to be 

fired from her job, Brodie says to her that she always 

knew Sandy's talent was "To kill without concern" and, as 

Sandy walks away, Brodie screams "Assassin, assassin." 

Brodie's comment refers more to her forced loss of her 

self-concept than it does to the loss of her job. 

The value which humans place on their self-concepts 

is also demonstrated in the law, where it is possible to 

sue for "character assassination." In addition, part of 
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the rationale, however bad, behind the law's easy treatment 

of some white collar crime is that the public display of 

their wrongdoing is itself a sufficient punishment, for it 

presumably undermines their social status, upon which 

probably, but not necessarily, much of their self-concept 

is based. 

In The Gambler (Reisz, 1974) a character is intro

duced whose self-concept has such overriding importance that 

to preserve and enhance it, he will risk life itself, not 

once, but on many occasions. In the case of The Gambler, 

as well as any other psychological profile where the main

tenance of the self-concept requires the frequent exposure 

to the very real possibility of death, an exposure that 

from any other "rational" point of view is unnecessary to 

sustain life as well as some modicum of happiness, the 

ability of the CB to overrule the AB is clearly demon

strated. Thus, even though the central concern of the AB 

is the safety of the system itself, it "accepts" the way 

certain situations are "defined" by the CB. 

But nov; the powerful and yet obvious objection to 

my theory arises in the form of the question: If indeed 

the AB is so frequently overruled by the CB, even to the 

extent that it accepts the "definition" of certain situa

tions that entail exposing the system to apparently 

unnecessary (from any view except the CB's view of the 

self-concept) physical danger, why does the AB become so 
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"upset" as to be triggered into attempted escape behavior 

if the CB "knows" that the guilt or shame it is experiencing 

is not really an ultimate threat to destroy the ego? If 

the AB defers to the CB so readily, why does not it defer 

to the CB's "knowledge" here? I grant that there may be 

individuals whose particular self-concept is of such over

riding importance to them that in a very real sense to 

destroy their self-concept would be to destroy them. So, 

is it only individuals like that who are capable of SD 

and, if so, are not those individuals rare? And even there, 

is it only where the self-concept that is being attacked is 

in a central area, and not in a peripheral area, where SD 

can occur? 

Here the nature and quality of communication between 

the CB and the AB are brought into question. The AB does 

defer to the CB, but it is not just its handmaiden. The AB 

does function on its own, doing what evolution has primed it 

to do, and this functioning on its own is just the key to 

SD. If the communication between the cognitive brain and 

the affective brain were perfect, there could be no SD. If 

it were perfect, the AB could never misinterpret cognitive 

judgments so that it acts as if the threat were more serious 

than the CB judges it, nor could the AB, without the aware

ness of the CB censor some information (again, nature has 

evolved it to do just this task) from the CB to prevent "the 



121 

internally judged" threats to the ego from arising. But 

communication here is not perfect. 

Let me give an example. The most recent example I 

am aware of where SD began to occur in me is the following. 

A student of mine asked me to write a letter of recommenda

tion for her application to graduate school. After she 

overruled my usual explanation that I was only a part-time 

instructor and therefore untitled, and that a letter from 

me would not be as influential as a letter from someone who 

was, I agreed to write it. She requested it be written 

immediately. I was, however, quite busy and did not get to 

the actual writing of the letter, even though I thought of 

it daily, and my guilt increased each time. It so happened 

after 3 or 4 weeks that I began a new class in which she 

was enrolled. As I was introducing the students to each 

other, I suddenly discovered that I could not remember her 

last name, even though I had known her 2 years, had had her 

in three previous classes, and knew her well enough to con

sider her a friend. In the semi-embarrassed silence that 

occurred while I was trying to remember, I asked myself why 

I could forget such an obvious name. The explanation was 

immediate, and then came the name. 

What had happened? I like to think of myself as a 

fairly responsible person. This is an important part of my 

cognitively constructed self-concept. Thus I felt consider

able guilt over having failed to get the letter out right 
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away. My daily feeling of guilt built up, again a judgment 

of the CB. But at some point, the AB considered my build

ing guilt as a threat to my self-definition. Whether from 

a cognitive point of view the guilt itself could constitute 

a genuinely serious threat to my self-definition is really 

unimportant, as long as the CB fails to communicate this 

fact, generally all too obvious to itself, to the AB. The 

AB responds to the perceived threat by attempting to escape. 

If it cannot do that externally by causing the body to run 

away, it does it internally by placing the threat at as 

great a distance as possible from the self-concept. (Can 

the AB ever tell the difference between external and 

internal escape? Is it so dependent upon the immediate 

presence of the threat that if it cannot see it anymore, it 

relaxes? But does not it always have to see the threat to 

know what future information to censor from the CB, or can 

it be more mechanical in its behavior and use the subliminal 

perception abilities of the CB, as in the psychological 

experiments, to judge what is dangerous? Surely the AB 

can tell whether the body is running or not and thus making 

a physical escape, but does it check? Of course, this 

sensory information comes through.) Thus, if it can 

remove the threat from consciousness, it appears to be no 

longer a threat to the self-definition. Thus my forgetting 

her last name was the beginning of a process of SD that 
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attempted to remove my self-definition from the area of 

the threat. 

What is important about the above example is the 

following. I never said to myself "Oh, I wish I could 

forget." What I did say on more than one occasion was "I 

wish I had not done that" ("that" being having failed to 

write the letter), but I never gave myself a command to 

try to forget; ijot at any time did I ever have the intent 

to try to forget. (How can I be sure I did not if I was 

self-deceived?) Indeed if I had thought about it or been 

asked, I absolutely would not have wanted to forget. That, 

from my point of view, would have accomplished nothing. 

Only writing the letter would have been sufficient. Thus, 

even though the values present in my CB would have caused 

me to strenuously object to any forgetting, the affective 

brain acted against a definite value of the cognitive 

brain, simply because it did so in ignorance, because such 

a point was far too obvious to have ever come up for "dis

cussion" or communication from the point of view of the CB. 

But suppose one asks, "Why is nothing more needed? 

Why not the thought or command "Repress this,1 perhaps 

combined with a plan?" Do all cases of "I wish I had not 

done that" lead to SD? 

The answer is no, of course not. But what causes 

some "I wish I had not done that" statements, or any other 

statement backed by certain feelings, to yield SD and 
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others not to is not the presence or absence of the com

mand with a committed intention, but rather how much one 

continues to accept one self in the face of the perceived 

ugly truth. That is, self-deception turns more on a kind 

of "emotional fact," than it does on a rational logical 

decision or command, and that "emotional fact" more or 

less takes place or is present automatically. 

No amount of guilt, remorse, etc. is itself suffi

cient to generate SD. Rather, the attitude or resolution 

one takes toward the guilt itself plays a much greater role 

in determining whether SD takes place. In other words, no 

matter how strong is the feeling that constitutes the 

"self-attack," if one accepts the temporary loss or modifi

cation of one's self-concept without fear with the firm 

resolve to rebuild it by remaking the faulty part of one

self, then virtually any amount of guilt, etc. can be born. 

Indeed, the stronger the feeling of guilt or self-attack, 

the more easily might come the sense of discipline neces

sary to root out one's flaws. Thus, whether one self-

deceives or not at some point has a great deal to do with 

one's underlying self-confidence in his ability to change, 

and how willing he is to bear the temporary loss of sense 

of self, that like the phoenix, must die in order to raise 

itself in greater form from its own ashes. 

Thus, if in sensing the guilt, itself a cognitive 

judgment, one institutes a plan to do something about it, 
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then SD will not occur, for one has accepted responsibility 

for the act that caused the guilt with the concurrent sense 

of loss of self. It is even theoretically possible, though 

it probably does not often happen, that even in the absence 

of an attempt to overcome the flaw in the self, SD will not 

occur if the CB can accept a lessened self-concept, if one 

can accept and be comfortable with a view of oneself that 

is not as grandiose as one once thought. 

Some SD begins in guilt, etc., some simply in pain. 

In the "Seven Percent Solution" (Ross, 1976), for example, 

the child Sherlock Holmes sees Moriarity having sex with his 

mother and "Freud" later explained Holmes's decision to 

become a detective, his hatred of Moriarity, his dislike of 

women, and his cocaine habit as being a result of this. 

The underlying cause is always a level of pain which appears 

too great for the ego to bear without destruction. But 

even here, the paradoxes do not arise, for there is no 

internal command or intent to repress or forget. There is 

no need to. The CB's judgment of the extreme horror of the 

act is itself sufficient to engage the AB. When the ego 

tries to get close to its action, the cognitively adjudged 

horror threatens to swamp the ego, to snuff out its life. 

Thus, the AB is automatically engaged, and it begins to 

censor information. The paradoxes arise only if the CB 

itself is both deceived and deceiver, only if the CB care

fully constructs a plan to remove the vile act from its 
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awareness, but this never happens, for nature herself has 

provided a way out. 

SD can occur in the absence of the paradoxes 

because the natures of the CB and AB are so alien to one 

another. This is true in extreme cases where the CB might 

well wish to forget if it could, as well as more trivial 

cases, where it would undoubtedly not wish to forget. But 

in these latter cases, information that is so obvious to 

the CB goes unmentioned to the AB, and in the absence of 

this information, the AB acts as if there were a genuine 

threat to the system. 

It is this comparative alienness of the natures of 

the instruments that also accounts for the radically 

irrational "solutions" imposed in some cases of SD. Take 

the case of the "prisoners" in the mock prison. I once 

thought the prisoners were not self-deceived because I 

could see no advantage that accrued to them by their fail

ure to remember that they were students. Although it is 

still true that it is not the forgetting that they are 

students that yields the self-deceptive advantage, it is 

now clear in terms of the evolutionary theory of SD that 

they are self-deceived. What possible advantage is it 

that they have gained? 

The "advantage" lies hidden in their docility. Once 

the prisoners have accepted their role in prison as given 

(more on that later), once they come to believe that they 
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cannot physically escape, one can see that their SD moves 

them toward docility. Why? The AB responds automatically 

to threats to the system, and within the context of being a 

prisoner, the greatest threat to the system is the conflict 

with the guards. The CB judges that as a prisoner one con-

not overcome the dominance of the guards by opposing them. 

One will merely suffer further if one does so. And since 

the conflict is judged by the AB to be a threat, due to the 

obvious suffering implied by the cognitive judgments, the 

AB escapes the threat by interfering and creating docile 

behavior. To give an analogy, if two cars each going 60 

miles per hour collide, there is considerably more damage 

than if only one is going 60 miles per hour while the 

other is standing still. Once the inescapability of the 

"crash" itself has been accepted, then the best plan calls 

for the slowest possible speed. Thus the threat to the 

system is reduced as much as possible by complete abdica

tion of the will, i.e., becoming as docile and obedient as 

possible. This reduced ego threat is the "advantage" 

gained by the SD of the prisoners. 

Once one sees that a kind of SD has occurred here, 

then other human psychological phenomena, equally inexplic

able, become more clear. For instance, it is a documented 

fact that on several occasions during WW II Jews numbering 

in the hundreds stood and watched as their neighbors and 

relatives were "forced" by Nazi guards bearing machine guns 
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to fornicate with, urinate on, etc., other friends and rela

tives. Although the guards were only a handful, there is no 

evidence that the behavior of the Jews was anything but 

docile. Perhaps here one could say that the Jews did not 

think they were going to die and that they were rationally 

willing to pay the price to maintain life, but there are 

other cases where this is not so. Sometimes Jews were 

shot hundreds at a time and buried in mass graves. On 

some occasions they were shot by pistols, one at a time, 

after they were stripped and asked to walk into a ditch and 

lie down on the corpses beneath them. This they did. 

Here, of course, the evidence of impending death is insur

mountable. 

No animal that I know of would behave in such a 

docile way in the face of certain death, because there is 

no highly developed conceptually subtle CB to overrule the 

AB. The animal clearly sees the visage of death and fights 

back with a terror and a determination equal to the horror 

about to be visited upon it. It does, as Dylan Thomas 

(1957, p. 128) so rightly put it, "Rage, rage against the 

dying of the light." Only the human with his vastly domi

nant cognitive brain can so redefine a situation that the 

greater threat appears to the "confused" AB to be to resist 

death as in the case of the Jews, or to resist the guards 

and the whole prison scheme as in the case of the prisoners, 

or to avoid the risk of one's life as in the case of Axel 



129 

Freed, or to remain with the artist Lloyd that she loves as 

in the case of Jean Brodie. Only in man can the cognitive 

brain produce such suffering that the affective brain takes 

this as a greater threat to the system than even death 

itself. Only man can create for himself such treasured 

images that to preserve them he will despoil what he 

genuinely loves and cares for most. Only man can self-

defeat so marvelously (like a machine made to tear itself 

apart). 

Another phenomenon made clearer by my theory is 

that of false confession. Clearly, some people do this to 

gain a sense of importance, or to assuage guilt gained 

from another area of life, etc. But some false confession 

occurs when the person has no rational motive for doing 

this. It has even happened that, after a time, the person 

himself becomes convinced that he did in fact commit the 

crime he has confessed to. Why? Here, again, I believe 

that part of the explanation lies in the rather automatic 

action of the AB to reduce the ego threat once the CB has 

given up any hope of getting physically away from the 

cross-examination. Once the CB has set the limit of the 

situation and then becomes absorbed in its pain, the AB 

acts. And the principal way of reducing ego threat is 

cooperation with the authorities, i.e., confessing to the 

crime. Later I will discuss why they may actually come to 

believe their own confessions. 
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Finally, "criminals" who are being pursued by the 

police sometimes use extraordinary cunning and determina

tion to avoid escape, but once they are captured will 

become so docile as to "overlook" and fail to even attempt 

to take advantage of "golden" opportunities for escape. It 

is my contention that the AB censors this information, 

because escape possibilities renew the threat to the ego. 

Some Potential Explanations 

. . . all that man seeks on earth . . . someone 
to keep his conscience, and some means of uniting 
all in one unanimous and harmonious ant heap, for 
the craving for universal unity is the third and 
last anguish of men (Dostoyevsky, 1948, p. 37). 

Man in the crowd is unconsciously lowered to an 
inferior moral and intellectual level, to that 
level which is always there, below the threshold 
of consciousness, ready to break forth as soon as 
it is stimulated through the formation of a crowd 
(Jung, 1961, p. 142). 

Collective man is threatening to suffocate the 
individual, the very individual who is absolutely 
indispensable, for it is on his sense of responsi
bility that every human achievement is ultimately 
founded (Jung, 1961, p. 143). 

No snowflake in an avalanche ever feels responsi
ble (S. J. Lec., cited by Ellison, 1978, p. 119). 

I feel the need to try to explain why the prisoners 

in the experiment accept as given the fact that they are 

prisoners, i.e., why they "forgot" that they are students 

who could demand to be let out of the experiment. Did the 

prisoners think that asking or demanding to get out was not 

part of the rules of the experiment? None of them claimed 
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so. And, besides, would they continue to obey the rules in 

the face of their suffering? Why did people who are unusu

ally good at rational, logical thinking forget to be even 

minimally rational here? Also, why do the false confessors 

wind up in some cases actually believing their confessions, 

and why do the Jews not realize that rationally they have 

nothing to lose and so might as well attack their captors 

and fight to the death? Although my attempted answers to 

this question are not completely satisfactory, I will 

suggest several possibilities. 

Clearly the CB is sophisticated enough to make 

probability assessments, but the AB is not. Can it be 

that since the prisoners, Jews, false confessors, and 

criminals would cognitively assess their chances of 

escaping from their situation as low, that in the continued 

extreme of cognitively judged suffering, the AB unable to 

deal with ambiguities would "harden" the probability into 

a fact and "assume" that the CB has judged external escape 

impossible and then take over by instituting docility in 

order to reduce ego threat? Or is the AB in any way 

capable of distinguishing between external escape and 

internal escape by SD? If it cannot, then naturally it 

would operate on the higher probability of escape as judged 

by the CB, even though the CB has no notion or intention 

that its probability assessment will be used for the escape 

into self-deception. 
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Other possibilities also suggest themselves. 

Darley and Latane (1968) set up experiments arising out of 

the Kitty Genovese case which were designed to test when 

people will come to help in an emergency situation. Kitty 

Genovese was stabbed to death over a period of 30 minutes 

while 38 neighbors watched and never even bothered to call 

the police. There were other cases where, even in the 

absence of any apparent physical danger, crowds of people 

failed to assist a fellow human in distress. For instance, 

Andrew Mormille was stabbed in the stomach as he rode the 

train home to Manhattan. None of the 11 other riders came 

to his assistance even after his attackers had left the 

car. He bled to death. And Eleanor Bradley, who fell and 

broke her leg while shopping on Fifth Avenue, was ignored 

for 40 minutes by hundreds of executives and shoppers in 

spite of her screams for help. What Darley and Latane 

discovered was that people in a crowd look to the reactions 

of others to see how they themselves should react. If 

everyone else is callous and indifferent, the observer 

will himself tend to remain callous and indifferent; if 

everyone else is reacting strongly, he will become aroused. 

Darley and Latane (1968) set up an experimental 

"emergency " where, after students were invited to partici

pate in an interview and given a questionnaire to fill out, 

smoke was released through a vent into their waiting room. 

Two-thirds of the subjects who were alone noticed the smoke 
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immediately, but only one fourth of the subjects waiting in 

groups saw it as quickly. Even after the room had com

pletely filled with smoke, one subject in a group finally 

looked up and said, "God, I must be smoking too much." 

The typical reaction of someone in a group noticing the 

smoke would be to look at the other people, see that they 

were doing nothing, then simply shrug his shoulders and go 

back to the questionnaire, while continuing to cast covert 

glances at the smoke and at the others. 

From these three-person groups, only three out 
of 24 people reported the smoke. The inhibiting 
effect of the group was so strong that the other 
21 were willing to sit in a room filled with 
smoke rather than make themselves conspicuous by 
reacting with alarm and concern—this despite the 
fact that after three or four minutes the atmo
sphere in the waiting room grew most unpleasant. 
Even though they coughed, rubbed their eyes, 
tried to wave the smoke away, and opened the 
window, they apparently were unable to bring 
themselves to leave (Darley and Latan6, 1968, 
p. 57). 

In another of Darley and Latane's experiments at 

Columbia University, an attractive young woman gave stu

dents a survey of game and puzzle preferences. She told 

students that she would be working next door for 10 minutes 

and left by opening the collapsible curtin that divided the 

two rooms. She made certain the students knew that the 

curtain was unlocked and gave easy access to her room. 

Four minutes after her exit, the subjects heard a loud 

crash and a scream as a chair collapsed from where she 

had ostensibly climbed up to reach something. During the 
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next two minutes she moaned, "Oh, my God, my foot ... I 

. . . I . . . can't move it. Oh ... my ankle, . . . I . 

. . . can't get this . . . thing . . . off me" (p. 70) and, 

finally, knocking over her chair as she got up, thumped 

to the door and left. Seventy percent of the people who 

were alone in the waiting room when the "accident" occurred 

offered to help the woman before she left the room. Of 

those who worked in pairs, only 20%, 8 out of 40, offered 

to help. Significantly those subjects who failed to offer 

to help seemed calm and undisturbed when their experiments 

were over, as if they had interpreted the fallen-woman 

event as a nonemergency. By contrast, those who failed 

to help an epileptic in yet a third experiment of Darley 

and Latane's showed few signs of apathy and indifference 

commonly thought to characterize unresponsive bystanders. 

At the conclusion of their experiment when the experimenter 

entered the room, the subjects often asked if the victim 

was alright, and many showed physical signs of nervousness 

such as trembling hands and sweating palms. These subjects 

seemed more emotionally aroused than those who did report 

the emergency, as if they felt the moral dilemma in failing 

to respond to a "clear" emergency. This third experiment 

was designed to simulate the Kitty Genovese case, where 

the kind of direct group inhibition found in the smoke and 

fallen-woman studies could not operate. Thus, subjects were 

put in individual rooms with head phones, supposedly due to 
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the potentially embarrassing nature of the discussion 

which was to be about personal problems of the normal 

college student. Every subject heard another hesitantly 

confess that he was prone to seizures and later, with 

halting speech, move into a seizure and ask several times 

for help. Every subject was told that the group discussion 

would consist of two, three, or six people. Eighty-five 

percent of the people who believed themselves alone with 

the victim came out of their room to help, while 62% of 

the people who believed there was one other bystander did 

so. However, only 31% of those who believed there were 

four bystanders reported the fit before the tape ended. 

This study does seem to suggest that the more 

people present, the slower an individual usually is to 

perceive that an emergency does exist and the more likely 

he is not to see it at all. A crowd can thus force 

inaction on its members by implying, through its passivity 

and apparent indifference, that an event is not an emer

gency . 

Can one say that something like this has happened 

to the prisoners and the Jews, in spite of the crucial 

difference that they are personally suffering, and there

fore the AB has interpreted this as a sufficient emergency 

to institute escape behavior, although the CB is probably 

unaware of this? That is, have they judged their situation 

as nonemergencies (incredible as this and the other 
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experimental and real-life situations seem) and, there

fore, the rational notion of escape naturally never 

arises? Or, do they just get caught up in mimicking the 

behavior of the rest? At any rate, even if one of these 

explanations is correct, it will not explain those who 

act singly, i.e., the false confessors and the captured 

criminals. But perhaps one further psychological experi

ment will serve to cast light on the belief of false 

confessors. 

Arthur Cohen (cited by Behm, 1967, p. 22) at 

Yale asked students to write essays expressing beliefs 

known to be contrary to their real opinions. They were 

paid from 50 cents to 10 dollars. The results showed that 

the less money a student was offered to write against what 

he believed, the more he persuaded himself by what he 

wrote. The indication of this and another corroborating 

experiment is that in the absence of any awareness of 

significant reward, stated beliefs, although contrary to 

those one currently holds, in time have a self-persuasive 

effect. In my theory, the conscious mind of the false 

confessor would be unaware of the self-deception engaged 

in by the AB and also of any reward being gained by it. 

Finally, the Soviet psychologist E. Schelkunov 

(cited by Simenov, 1970, p. 55) trained rats to run a 

maze, some by punishment and some by pleasure. Once the 

rats had learned the maze, he removed some of the 
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obstacles, making it theoretically shorter. Rats trained by 

pleasure found the new and shorter routes quickly, but the 

rats trained by punishment continued to mechanically run 

the same old longer pathways. Perhaps, with our four cases 

(prisoners, Jews, false confessors, and captured criminals), 

it might be helpful to think of them as having been trained 

by punishment and thus they are far less creative when 

placed in their respective new circumstances. 

It is clear that in each of the cases discussed 

above the docility itself contributes a lot to their failure 

to find a creative or more rational way out than the one 

they have chosen. It is even clear according to my theory 

why docile behavior is instituted by the AB to gain the 

advantage of reduced ego threat. What was unclear, and 

what I am trying to explain is how the primary definition 

of the situation gets formed so that in the case of the 

prisoners, for example, an "obvious" and immediate escape 

gets ignored while an "irrational" solution is imposed. 

Further Critique of Self-deception 
as Contradictory Beliefs 

Two psychologists, Sackheim and Gur (1978) gave 

four necessary and sufficient criteria for ascribing self-

deception. 

1. The individual holds two contradictory beliefs 

(p and not-p). 
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2. These two contradictory beliefs are held simultane

ously. 

3. The individual is not aware of holding one of the 

beliefs (p or not-p). 

4. The act that determines which belief is and which 

belief is not subject to awareness is a motivated act. 

I believe Fingarette is correct in de-emphasizing 

the knowledge/belief account of SD. Although I believe 

there are cases where SD consists of contradictory beliefs, 

as in the Sackheim-Gur account, I do not believe that all 

cases of SD necessarily entail the holding of contradictory 

beliefs. 

Must one say that Arthur Goldman believes he is 

weak? Perhaps some cases of SD may consist of a belief 

plus the censored fear that that belief may not be true. 

Suppose it is true that subliminally he fears he is weak. 

If he fears he is weak, does this entail that he believes 

he is weak? The entailment must hold for Sackheim and Gur 

(1978) to be correct, but does it? Does it make sense to 

say, "I fear X, but don't believe X," or must it be the 

case that the only rational reason for fearing X is that 

one also believes it, even if secretly? Even if the latter 

is true, should one treat fear statements in this rational 

analytical way? Is every fear statement to be analyzed as 

a belief statement (belief that the feared possibility is 

or will be actualized plus some anxiety on top of it)? 
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Then why do some people relax when they know their worst 

fears are realized? Is it just because that whatever it is 

that knowledge is over and above belief makes the anxiety 

go away? Or, rather, could not fear be analyzed as just a 

kind of anxiety itself based on uncertainty without the 

necessity of having belief added to it? Sackheim and Gur's 

account forces one to take fear, an admittedly irrational 

entity, and analyze it as if it were rational. Consider 

those situations where people innocently and without aware

ness pass by a danger, only to have it pointed out to them 

when the danger is no longer a threat. Why do they then 

feel fear, as they sometimes do? Must we say their fear 

is to be analyzed as a belief, e.g., that the snake might 

have bitten them, even though they know now that it did 

not? Could not the fear be just a kind of shudder with no 

beliefs necessarily attached to it at all? 

I claim that fear statements can consistently be 

analyzed in terms of anxiety that stops short of an actual 

belief. Suppose, for instance, a child has been kidnapped. 

Even though the best friend of the mother reports by phone 

that the child has been released and is safe, one is not 

surprised if the mother does not completely dismiss her 

fears until she has the child once again in her arms. But 

since she still has her fear, shall one say that even after 

her best friend has reassured her by phone she still 

believes that the child is not safe? If this is so, then 
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since she presumably believes after such a call that her 

child is safe, one must say that she holds in the forefront 

of consciousness two beliefs that are directly, not subtly, 

contradictory. 

Of course, it is true that fear statements fre

quently do have belief statements connected with them. What 

Sackheim and Gur must show, if their account is to be cor

rect, is that in all such cases where SD appears to have 

fear in the substitute role of a contradictory belief these 

fear statements have the correct belief statements as a 

necessary part of their analytical unpacking. 

But suppose it is not fear of weakness that accounts 

for Goldman's SD. Let me try another tack and continue to 

ask if Arthur Goldman believes he is weak. Is there a 

subliminal chain forged between "Jews are weak" (even though 

this does not mean "all" Jews; for instance, he believes 

Jesus was not weak) and "I'm a Jew" to "I am weak?" If so, 

then this would seem to indicate a subliminal belief that 

he is weak. As I have said, it is not a strict implication 

because it does not apply to all Jews, but then belief often 

occurs on bad logical grounds. 

Goldman has spent 30 years in which virtually every 

day he entered a room to which only he had the key, there 

to absorb himself in sorrow for his people wearing his 

yamalka as he stared at thousands of photographs of emaci

ated bodies and spirits. 
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In his deep and genuine compassion, he has strongly 

identified himself with his people. Perhaps the AB sees 

danger in this identity of Goldman's, that in identifying 

with the Jews he will also identify with their weakness by 

means of the subliminal reasoning mentioned above. Of 

course, the CB could sufficiently draw a wedge between 

these, but the AB is not so sophisticated. Thus it sees a 

threat where there really is none. To protect against the 

threat, it pushes him toward an identify with strength 

i.e., the Nazis, and in doing so cooperates with his 

already present conscious compassion, pushing it into a 

sacrificed role in which his identity with strength is 

reconfirmed. 

The above account appears to be persuasive indeed 

and, if it is correct, then Sackheim and Gur are vindicated. 

But, I think there is an even more plausible account of 

what happened. 

There is no subliminal linkage of logical chains. 

It is not the belief "I am weak" that the AB considers a 

threat, but rather the intensity of the vicarious suffering 

itself. Goldman's acute agony is what the AB considers a 

threat, and it is too unsophisticated to realize that the 

citadel of his self-concept will not be destroyed by it. 

Since the agony clearly is due to his identity with the 

Jews, it seeks to erode his identity and the only possible 

means of doing so, due to the strong presence of the 
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cognitively overriding compassion, is to shape the compas

sion into a role which will seemingly allow its full mani

festation. Thus, the role of the Nazi Dorff is perfectly 

suitable because it permits the compassionate rationale 

while simultaneously ending the ego threatening agony that 

is due to the identity with the Jews. Of course, the AB 

can make use of the sophisticated cognitive judgments 

necessary to select such a role. What is important here 

is to note that a plausible account of the working stages 

of Arthur Goldman's SD can be given without resorting to 

the language of belief at all. Thus is preserved what I 

believe to be Fingarette's most crucial insight, that 

belief/knowledge language misses the whole point of SD, 

and that volition/action language is far more central in 

its analysis. 

If the above analysis is correct, then the neces

sity of the belief "I am weak" is circumvented and left 

entirely out of the process. It is the suffering, which 

in no way stems from such a belief, that accounts for the 

self-deceptive ego protecting action of the AB. If this 

is so, then the claim by Sackheim and Gur that contradic

tory beliefs are a necessary condition for having SD is 

itself mistaken. 
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Criticism of Rorty 

My whole discussion of SD is meant to be a strong 

counterpoint to the point of view held by Amelie Rorty. 

The vast majority of philosophers who have written on SD, 

although they have not detailed their accounts so precisely 

as has Rorty, nevertheless agree with her in fundamental 

point of view. This is the view with which Fingarette 

tried to break. And, although his account is most illum

inating in many ways, it ultimately does not succeed 

because he fails to see the central place of motive. 

Probably his mistake consisted in thinking that individual 

motives were unimportant once one saw that the purpose 

behind SD, i.e., the general motive, was always to maintain 

a kind of psychological integrity. But then he should have 

specified that although the concept of motive was abso

lutely essential, the particular motives were not. But he 

says in fact that motive is not of the essence and seems 

to mean to include here even the concept of motive. 

Fingarette's account fails also because he ultimately 

cannot escape the awareness/nonawareness paradox as 

Saunders (19 75) correctly pointed out. My account follows 

the general trail as forged by Fingarette, but strikes out 

on its own at the crucial point where Fingarette's path 

seems to lead to a dead end. 

Essentially the "deception" in SD does not point 

toward objective truth and a purposeful failure to see it. 
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Rather, the "deception" in SD has a more metaphorical and 

less literal meaning. It relates directly to Shakespeare's 

advice given by Polonius to Laertes in Hamlet that one 

ought to be true to oneself. Thus, the "deception" in SD 

bears no necessary conceptual relation to objective 

truth, but instead bears this relation to the perceived 

consistency and/or integrity, or lack of it, of one's self-

concept. This lack of a conceptual tie between "deception" 

in SD and objective truth pushes the concept of belief and 

all questions related to it, such as that of evidence and 

whether the person in SD perverts the method of assessment 

of evidence, into a peripheral corner of the area marked 

off by the logical confines of SD. 

Thus, the whole host of analytic philosophers are 

wrong when they have assumed that the concept of SD has at 

its heart the categories of true and false, belief and 

disbelief. These frequently enter into cases of SD but 

they do not live in the concept's center. There reside 

the notions of good and evil, although not the objective 

criteria of them, but subjective criteria of them specifi

cally as they are intertwined in the various self-concepts 

held by the subject. SD is connected to the beliefs one 

has, but the further step plausibly taken by the analytic 

philosophers of assuming that the belief here points to 

objective truth is wrong. For the relevant kinds of 

beliefs connected to SD are not that kind, not the kind 
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that necessarily grow outward to factual questions of the 

external world. The only relevant kind of belief is that 

concerning one's sense of personal identity. As Fingarette 

(1969, p. 67) said, SD "turns upon the personal identity 

one accepts rather than the beliefs one has." Although 

SD is connected to the beliefs one has about good, either 

the kind belonging to the moral realm or the kind outside 

it, SD frequently does not involve holding contradictory 

beliefs. There are beliefs about good and evil or about 

goodness and its lack that form the substratum of the 

possibility of SD when linked with the self-concept, that 

are the raison d'etre of SD, but it is another set of 

beliefs that philosophers claim are always constitutive 

of SD. But, here, I am claiming that SD is frequently 

not constituted by beliefs at all. SD is always an 

attempt at self-protection, where the self is the self-

concept held by the person, and this concept may include 

mental or physical attributes. A conceptual preliminary 

to the exitence of any and all self-concepts is the 

continued existence of the system, the physical body. 

Thus, some threats to the self are logical threats that 

threaten to violate the consistency of the self-concept, 

thus destroying the logical glue that maintains it. But 

some threats are more directly threats in terms of exter

nal force that do not directly threaten the logical con

sistency of the concept of the self, but rather the very 



146 

possibility of maintaining a self-concept at all. Thus, 

although one may wish to say that these threats of external 

force are indirect threats to the logical consistency of 

the self, because they threaten to end the whole question 

of consistency or not, they are very different in nature 

from direct logical threats. Kant's idea that existence 

is not a predicate, discussed in the Critique of Pure 

Reason, is relevant to the case at hand, because quali

ties of the self which are consistent or inconsistent 

in relation to each other must be distinguished from the 

bare existent self in which these qualities reside. SD 

can arise when fear-generated anxiety as well as anxiety 

from other sources becomes so great as to appear to 

threaten the continued physical existence. Thus, what 

happened to Arthur Goldman does not require a suppressed 

belief that is inconsistent with his self-concept, but 

only a fear or anxiety that serves to threaten his con

tinued physical integrity. So it is also with the case of 

the self-deceptive prisoners. What belief, for instance, 

are they supposed to be repressing? Is it "We are not 

students?" This possibility seems absurd, because they 

have no reason to repress that belief, since realization 

of it and its implications would free them from their 

somewhat self-imposed tyranny. Is it instead, "We are 

still in danger of being threatened or punished by the 

guards?" This appears to be a far more likely candidate 
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for the role of repressed belief, in spite of the fact 

that their daily role should require them to pay heed to 

this obvious possibility, but perhaps like the docile Jews 

of WW II, they ignore the ghastly overwhelming reality. 

But why multiply entities beyond necessity? Why include 

the above belief at all as a necessary rather than contin

gent part of SD, if SD can be explained without it, espe

cially if the belief appears to generate all the paradoxes 

involving intention connected with SD? Why not say that 

the anxiety generated by the threat produced a role playing 

SD that, while trapping them in an unpleasant situation, did 

in fact lessen the anxiety, though not in the most effici

ent or complete way? And, if the above belief analysis 

in the case of the prisoners seems so persuasive that the 

reader is tempted to buy into that account, remember again 

the case of Goldman. What belief is he repressing? Is it 

that "I am weak?" He has literally no evidence for that, 

as his whole life speaks against it. Is it "My entire 

motive for this trial is one of strength?" Well, that 

could not be the belief that needs to be repressed and that 

starts the SD, because the most plausible account of 

Goldman's SD has the trial arise as part of a role playing 

behavior designed to end the anxiety arising from his too 

intense suffering due to his identity with the Jewish 

people (or perhaps guilt about being so much stronger 

than they and thus leaving them behind, i.e., "deserting 

them due to his strength and thus not dying with them). 
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The idea of having a trial either arises concurrently with 

the beginning of the SD or some time after it occurs, but 

it does not exist before the existence of the SD, as would 

be necessary if it were to be the belief whose existence 

generated such anxiety as to necessitate being repressed 

and thus bring about SD. SD appears to be centered around 

beliefs and evidence about the objectively true and false 

for two reasons. First, philosophers on the whole simply 

assumed that "deception" in SD meant that one believed 

something that was objectively false. Only Stanley Paluch 

(1967) and John Turk Saunders (1975) have stated that this 

need not be so. Second, discussions of good in either the 

moral or nonmoral sense intimately involve factual ques

tions. But since it is theoretically possible to believe 

only the objective truth and still be in SD, and since many 

cases of SD do not have belief as one of the constitutive 

parts, Fingarette is right to claim that volition/action 

language is more important in the analysis of SD than is 

knowledge/belief language. 

It is just because SD is centered about concepts 

of "good" and "evil" in relation to the self-concept that 

attributions of SD carry such ultimate concern, and not 

because, as Rorty says, that benign cases of SD cast into 

doubt the claim that rationality is the most successful of 

adaptive mechanisms. Her claim misses the point entirely, 

as if it were invented in some ivory tower through whose 
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windows one can no longer perceive clearly the,real world. 

The high moral fervor and nervousness of which Rorty speaks 

that accompany allegations of SD are present partially 

because overcoming SD involves a restructuring and rebuild

ing of the old self-concept, i.e., a kind of mental murder/ 

suicide or psychological death of the previous way one 

thought about onself. The old self-concept dies when one 

realizes that its life was maintained only by an artificial 

psychic split. The fervor and nervousness arise either 

because the self-deceiver contemplates the impending death 

of his self-concept if he sees that the allegation is true, 

or because he realizes that he has already been untrue to 

himself, spiritually failed as Fingarette would have it, 

if the allegation is true. Ascriptions of SD penetrate 

the psyche so deeply and arouse such fear and trembling 

because they deal so intimately and roughly with one's most 

prized "possession," personal identity, and not because of 

a concern for rationality, or failure to believe correctly 

or examine the evidence correctly. Attempted SD is an 

attempt to gain or maintain a kind of integrity, but as 

Russell once indicated in a different context, it bears the 

same relation to genuine integrity as "theft" does to "honest 

toil." Thus it is because attributions of SD threaten to rob 

one of his personal identity that one is so unnerved by them. 

It is insightful to note that in spite of Rorty's fifth con

dition wherein she perceived the intimate tie between SD and 
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personal identity that she was so taken in by the world view 

opposing Fingarette's, that of emphasizing belief, knowledge, 

evidence, and rationality, that she failed to see the real 

reason people are concerned by claims that they are in SD. 

There are many people who could care less about whether 

rationality is the most adaptive method, but would still be 

concerned if they suspected they were self-deceived. There 

is a sense in which the possibility of SD exists long prior 

to rationality as cahsed out by Rorty, and this could not 

be so if her account were correct. The following should 

explicate my point: 

We could not have the concept of self-deception if 
we were complete latitudinarians: for the primacy 
of truth-orientation is necessary to acquire or 
teach the concept of non-deceptive belief. We could 
not even pick out deviations from belief, let alone 
identify some of them as beneficial, if belief 
weren't an integrative, truth magnetized proposi-
tional attitude (Rorty, 1972, p. 403). 

Rorty claimed that if one were a complete latitudi-

narian, "hospitable to the shadow areas of action-guiding 

beliefs" (p. 402) as strict rationalists would not be, that 

SD could not occur at all because one would lack the 

concept. This is blatantly false. Suppose something 

like Hobbes's state of nature existed. Surely these 

people would be the paradigm complete latitudinarians, for 

what would they care about always correcting beliefs in 

the light of available evidence and not believing beyond 

the call of available evidence? If there were such 
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resident epistemological prudes in the state of nature, one 

sees without hesitance why early civilized man possessed so 

few philosophers, for surely the lives of these "prudes" 

served to emphasize even more than the average life in the 

state of nature the meaning of "short" in Hobbes's contention 

about life there being mean, nasty, brutish, and short. 

Surely the concern of the natives in such a state would be 

totally toward action guiding principles and not toward 

epistemological elegance. 

Why could SD not occur among people like these? 

Do they possess no sense of shame or guilt at all? Even 

primitives have taboos. Clearly they might enter into SD 

for actions for which they were punished or outcast. But 

perhaps I am being too generous to myself in the interpre

tation of Hobbes's "social contract." Perhaps even primi

tives should be said to have a "social contract" already, and 

that whatever taboos, etc., they have arise from it and thus 

also arise their shame and guilt. If we dispense with those, 

could not SD still arise concerning threats to their very 

physical existence? Could not one of these natives become 

docile as did the prisoners and the Jews, or convince him

self that life was not as dangerous as it seems, so as to 

avoid the constant high-pitched tension arising from the 

altogether too immediately impending possibility of his own 

destruction? Whenever there are humans sophisticated 

enough to have a self-concept and a concept of good at all, 
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there arises simultaneously the possibility of SD, even if 

that concept of good is limited to the instinctual notion of 

survival as demonstrated by their actions. Thus, the possi-
w <!» 

bility of SD arises long before Rorty's concept of ration

ality. 

But perhaps Rorty meant something different than I 

have interpreted her to mean. After all, she did not say 

there could be no SD, but only that one would lack the 

concept of SD if he were a complete latitudinarian. Possi

bly she was saying that SD could occur but one could not know 

it because one lacked the concept. In fact, she cannot be 

saying this because the occurrence of SD for her required 

contradictory beliefs plus a full awareness of the conflict 

including the realization that it is not rational to believe 

both ways as the self-deceiver does. If one were a complete 

latitudinarian, one could not even pick out these "devia

tions from belief," which Rorty in context makes relatively 

clear is to mean deceptive beliefs, knowledge of which is 

required for SD to occur (since one of the contradictory 

beliefs must be the "deviation"). 

Thus Rorty's bottom line ruled out. the possibility 

of SD if one were a complete latitudinarian because "the 

primacy of truth-orientation is necessary to acquire or 

teach the concept of non-deceptive belief" (p. 403). Per

haps Rorty was to be taken as claiming the logical impossi

bility of being a complete latitudinarian, though by her 
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phrasing, I doubt this very much. But if so, she is wrong. 

When children learn language, after they learn the meanings 

of basic referents, they learn "action-guiding beliefs" 

long before they learn strict criteria for determining 

truth and falsity. They cannot help but do this, for as 

Wittgenstein (1967, p. 245) said, "the form of the awaken

ing spirit is reverence," i.e., they must take what they 

hear at the face value of presumed truth, because not know

ing yet the possibility of falsity, the criteria upon which 

to base disagreement, they lack also the notion of truth 

but act as if everything were true. First they learn cri

teria for correct and incorrect behavior, and the later 

learned criteria for truth and falsity are digested because 

they are brought into this immensely practical context. 

This being so, when taken in conjunction with my point that 

contradictory beliefs are not required to have a case of SD, 

then Rorty was once again mistaken in her claim that the 

possibility of SD arises only out of the primacy of truth-

oriented language. 

In Chapter 2 I quoted Rorty as saying if one were a 

latitudinarian, one would have difficulty explaining the 

irrationality of SD. I believe one can be a complete lati

tudinarian and still explain a kind of irrationality 

involved in SD, although it will not be irrationality as 

Rorty defined it. The irrationality that remains to one as 

a complete latitudinarian is imply the attempt by SD to 
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gain a kind of psychological integrity by a means which 

necessarily undermines our psychological integrity. Thus 

what I believe to be the principal irrationality of SD does 

not require the primacy of language toward truth orientation 

as a necessary conceptual underpinning. 

The final disagreement I have with Rorty concerns her 

contention that biological unity linked with the ability to 

reflect is sufficient for SD. It seems to me that the unity 

behind SD must be stronger than this, and this stronger kind 

of unit is what I have tried to depict in the creation of the 

self-concept. Because human beings forge meaning in their 

lives partially by creating and living out various self-

concepts , and because they pay at least some attention to 

seeing that these self-concepts are consistent with their 

actions, they can properly be viewed as attempting to create 

a kind of unity that goes far beyond mere biological unity 

linked with some sort of ability to reflect. It is this 

kind of unity then, created by the way they see themselves 

(which is no doubt in large measure dependent on the way 

others see them), that is the basis for all SD and not the 

mere biological unity that Rorty regards as sufficient for it. 

Criticism of Saunders 

There is a problem with Saunders's attempt to 

resurrect Fingarette's account of SD. That problem rests 

with the idea that one can, in Saunders's terminology. 
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Take, for instance, the case of Hickey. At the moment of 

the murder, Hickey verbally affirms "Well, you know what you 

can do with your pipe dream now, you damn bitch" (O'Neill, 

1964, p. 716). According to Saunders's own criteria, this 

would have to count as a case of S-consciousness, because 

Hickey has not been hypnotized, given drugs or therapy. 

Now, either at this moment or shortly thereafter, Hickey is 

self-deceived about the motive for the murder. In order to 

make examples like this square with his account, Saunders 

would have to say either (1) what Hickey said was insuffi

cient to count as an affirmation of his real motive for 

doing the deed, or (2) at the moment Hickey said this, he 

was S-conscious of his real motive, and therefore not self-

deceived. Rather he only became self-deceived when the 

S-consciousness of his real motive had transformed into 

mere W-consciousness. 

I do not believe (1) will work because Hickey's 

later recalling of this statement is sufficient to spell 

out his real motive and jar him out of that particular SD 

into a new one, which is that he must have been insane, a 

claim he has been arguing against for several previous 

hours. And in regards to (2), it is probably true that we 

are now only W-conscious of many things we were once 

S-conscious of. Granting this may involve being charitable 

to Saunders, since one surely cannot even be W-conscious of 

all the facts, etc., one is simply not actively remembering 
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at the moment. But Saunders cannot use this exit from the 

philosophic threat because he has clearly built his account 

of self-deception on never having been S-conscious of what 

one is self-deceived about. 

Saunders's attempt to solve the epistemological 

paradox of SD is one that is common to many philosophers. 

Basically, it is just an elaboration of Demos's original 

attempt to distinguish between simple awareness on the one 

hand, and awareness with noticing on the other hand. To 

me this attempt appears somewhat artificial, because it 

tries to insert a wedge into the continuum of consciousness 

and create a logical gap which is large enough to hold the 

explanation of SD. The gap thus demarcates two qualita

tively distinct kinds of consciousness. One of these is 

distinctly inferior in the sense that it is less than full 

awareness, and yet this inferior consciousness is suffici

ently subtle to note the logical conflict of opposing ideas, 

and to evolve a plan intricate enough to dispose of one of 

the ideas and to keep it repressed in the face of future 

incoming information which might tend to unearth it, thus 

continually avoiding the view of the more full and sophis

ticated consciousness. But the way one is forced to 

describe the weaker kind of consciousness in order to make 

it powerful enough to do its work seems to make it far 

more sophisticated and subtle than is the supposed full 

consciousness. The weak consciousness must be aware of 
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what the full consciousness is thinking, but not vice-

versa, if SD is to take place. This view seems to make the 

strong consciousness entirely an innocent victim, since 

its abilities in no way facilitate the act of SD itself. 

All this is very puzzling simply because the weak conscious

ness seems to be running logical circles around the strong 

consciousness, and this fails to conform to one's ordinary 

view of human beings solving their problems best when they 

focus clearly and explicitly on all the factors involved, 

i.e., use their strong consciousness. 

The difficulties of such an account as this are 

highlighted by the requirement that the piece of informa

tion about which one is now self-deceived never makes it 

into the full light of consciousness, but rather is gleaned 

by the weak consciousness only. What gives the weak con

sciousness such priority of access to this information? 

In the picture painted by Demos (1960), Saunders (1975), 

and others, strong consciousness plays the role of a 

rather dull-witted detective outthought at every turn by 

the criminal mastermind. If such a picture is to prove 

convincing, one must see some way, perhaps with the addition 

of a plausible scientific theory of how SD takes place, that 

full consciousness can retain its claim to superior problem 

solving ability, can in addition sometimes know the informa

tion that is to be repressed from it, and lastly, perhaps 

have its superior reasoning abilities taken advantage of by 
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the weaker form of consciousness in order to supplement and 

aid the SD. Neither Demos nor Saunders nor anyone else 

has succeeded in creating these possibilities, but I believe 

that my philosophic-scientific theory detailing how SD might 

take place does easily and adequately provide for all these 

occurrences. 

Criticism of Szabados 

I disagree with all of Szabados's (1971, 1974a, 

1974b) following points: 

1. The concept of belief is central to any adequate 

account of SD; 

2. In SD, the evidence is against the belief held; 

3. In SD, one does not take the evidence one has for 

p as grounds for p; 

4. The distinction between wishful thinking and SD is 

that in SD one perverts the procedure whereby one estab

lishes truth and falsehood, but in wishful thinking one 

does not do so; 

5. That there are cases of SD which are not properly 

cases of spiritual failure; 

6. That in SD, it cannot be the case that contradic

tory beliefs are held; 

7. That it is not possible to be in SD with regard 

to certain basic propositions and beliefs; 
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8. That a person in SD wants not only to believe 

something but also the truth of the belief. 

I shall state the reasons for my disagreement with 

Szabados on these eight points in the order in which they 

are given. Concerning the first point, I have argued 

against Rorty, as well as Sackheim and Gur, that there are 

cases of SD where belief is not the crucial factor, e.g., 

the case of Arthur Goldman as well as the case of the 

prisoners. That is, one can give a plausible account of 

their SD without making their beliefs constitutive of it. 

Thus it is the concept of ego threat, i.e., threat to the 

self-concept, which is central to the analysis of SD, and 

sometimes this threat is intimately tied to actual beliefs 

that constitute the SD and sometimes it is not. 

Szabados's second point is wrong, again because of 

the case of Arthur Goldman. Although I have argued that his 

SD is not constructed of beliefs, but rather a role to avoid 

the intense anguish of his identity with the Jews, the 

belief most relevant to his SD concerns his psychological 

strength. Goldman believes and believes correctly that he 

is an enormously strong individual, and virtually all the 

evidence points to this. Since this is so, Szabados's 

point that the evidence must go against the belief held 

appears incorrect. Even in cases where the SD is centrally 

composed of belief, it is not necessary that the known 
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evidence go against this belief, for the whole belief/ 

knowledge account' of SD is mistaken. It is sufficient that 

a threat is put down by a sort of psychic split, and even 

if the conscious self believes according to the evidence, 

it is still a case of SD. 

Goldman's case further demonstrates that it is 

unlikely that Szabados's next point is correct, for Goldman 

does take the evidence he has about his own strength and 

motives and correctly builds toward a conclusion. What 

he fails to see is the possibility that his anguish has 

created a psychic split that covers itself and protects 

a central self-concept by either adding to or creating the 

role of Dorff that he is to play. But this is an easy 

oversight as the connection is distant and deep. The main 

body of evidence he handles correctly. Only in retrospect 

due to the superior vision of hindsight, could Goldman's 

anguish be considered as "evidence." It bears the same 

status as "evidence" as does that one already possesses for 

astronomical theories not yet constructed or thought of. 

In no way does Goldman "deliberately" overlook this "evi

dence." In no way does he pervert the procedures by which 

truth is established. And yet SD can occur in this seem

ingly innocent way, even though on many occasions it neither 

occurs so innocently nor is maintained by such innocent 

action. Because I claim that SD can occur in this fashion, 

I must disagree with the distinction made by Szabados 
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between wishful thinking and SD. Wishful thinking rarely 

occurs due to the promptings of a threat to the ego. On 

the other hand, SD always does. Still, since wishful 

thinking may involve an ego threat, how can those instances 

where it does be separated from SD? In wishful thinking 

where a threat is felt, it is handled in more benign 

fashion than with the psychic ruptures characteristic of 

SD. The fantasies one contemplates in wishful thinking are 

known in the forefront of consciousness to be mere fanta

sies. They are like daydreams, where there may be present 

a quite temporary "willing suspension of disbelief." For 

a few moments, one may even get caught up in them, but they 

are insufficiently strong to induce one to engage in role 

playing actions that will protect them and extend their 

lives. One might say, they deal with psychic "luxuries," 

how one would like it to be if one had everything he wanted. 

But SD protects perceived psychic necessities, the self-

created foundations of the self, and it does so in a way 

that directly controls one's future actions, perhaps inducing 

blindness to certain aspects of his situation. Wishful 

thinking is entirely consistent with one's continued facing 

up to himself with an attitude of responsibility for what 

he is. The temporary relaxation or escape that wishful 

thinking provides does not invade and rule over further 

actions the way that SD does by the means of the psychic 

split. If wishful thinking were to begin to do this, it 
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would no longer be wishful thinking, but either a plan to 

change our lives for the better, or SD itself. 

It is just because SD always involves this psychic 

split that I believe every case of SD is a spiritual failure. 

Of course, this does not mean it always involves a moral 

failure, although it frequently does. By spiritual failure, 

I mean to convey that the self has taken action which, if 

pursued in a systematic way as a response to all problems 

of this type, would yield the impossibility of ever 

achieving a fully integrated self. Thus I must disagree 

with the claim put forth by Szabados that it makes no sense 

to say that the mother in his example is guilty of a 

spiritual failure. 

Next, I believe that there are cases, e.g., Hickey, 

where the SD is composed of contradictory beliefs. During 

his harangue to the boys at the Harry Hope saloon, Hickey 

clearly believes that he killed his wife strictly for her 

own benefit, to free her from a suffering she could never 

escape. But there is also present a repressed belief, that 

he killed her to free himself.of guilt, contained in the 

statement made to her immediately after the murder. This 

belief he manages to subdue, until, in the excitement 

aroused by his own grandiloquence, his now remembered 

statement simply slips out. He immediately perceives its 

significance, and just as quickly reacts by creating another 

SD. Since the statement itself implies to Hickey the 
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knowledge of his real nature, and since this statement has 

been in the darkened recesses of his memory, it seems 

difficult to deny, as Szabados did, that there are cases 

of SD involving contradictory beliefs wherein the unpleas

ant one is repressed. 

Szabados also claimed that there can be no SD with 

regard to basic perceptions because SD always consists of 

twisting of evidence at the inference level, and there are 

no inferences connected with basic perceptions. This 

statement seems to me to constitute a reductio ad absurdum 

of the whole position that SD perverts the procedures by 

which one asseses evidence. Does not Hickey hear (and thus 

perceive) his statement giving his real motives for his 

wife's death, and yet he self-deceives about this? But 

no matter. Even if I yield that example to Szabados, his 

point still cannot stand. Suppose a person is negligently 

involved in an auto accident, cannot he forget the per

ceived facts of the case, e.g., that the light was possibly 

red, or that the pedestrian was in a school crosswalk? 

Here, Szabados is made blind to the facts by the need to 

hold onto a theory, as philosophers frequently are. 

Finally, the claim that the person in SD wants not 

only to believe something, but also wants the truth of the 

belief, is shredded by the example of a Mafia wife. When 

she thinks that her husband kills people for a living, she 

feels guilty, but only because of her Catholic conditioning. 
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In fact, she does not care at all about the people killed, 

because they are scum anyway. And she is addicted to the 

status and possessions that her husband's wealth and 

reputation as a pillar of the community bring. Since she 

realizes dimly that her husband is not too well off in the 

mental or creative departments, she knows no other way he 

could attain such wealth. Thus, although she does not 

enjoy the guilt that goes with the realization of the 

killings, she does not really want the truth of the belief 

"My husband does not kill people for a living," because his 

doing so brings her all the advantages she craves, and there 

seems no other way to get them. With this, I have concluded 

my criticism of Szabados and now turn to other matters. 

Kierkegaard 

I will have far less to say in criticism of 

Kierkegaard, Freud, and Sartre than I did of the analytic 

writers simply because the classical views of SD are in 

general less intricate than are those of the analytical 

writers. 

I cannot accept Kierkegaard's tying of SD to "will

ing the good." From my view of SD, it seems quite plausible 

that an evil man who does not "will the good" could simply 

face the fact that he is evil and thus not be in a state of 

SD. Putting aside the fact that in everyday reality, the 

admission of one's evil nature may be rare, there is still 
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no reason to theoretically exclude this possibility. Yet, 

Kierkegaard did so by his statement that one who did not 

"will the good" must be double-minded. 

Although my theory agrees with Kierkegaard in taking 

a volition/action approach to SD, there is a considerable 

problem with his particular approach. Kierkegaard believed 

that passion can either be man's perdition or the highest 

possible expression of his nature. The overcoming of SD for 

Kierkegaard required a kind of "criterionless choice" that 

must be based on faith, i.e., one's passionate inwardness 

rather than on any objective principle. But Kierkegaard 

never gave us any logical scheme for separating the passion 

that is perdition from the passion that is the gaining and 

becoming of the higher truth. Of course, Kierkegaard would 

regard as anathema any attempt to logically distinguish 

these two passions> but his view of SD logically founders 

without it, principally because it is often just that 

passion that is perdition that leads us into SD in the first 

place. 

I very much agree with Kierkegaard * s claim that 

consciousness is primarily neither unified nor transparent. 

And it is just because of that, together with the parti

cular view of SD that I hold, that I believe the arising of 

SD to be far less under our voluntary control than 

Kierkegaard does in his contemptuous regard for it. Thus 

like Freud, I consider the arising of SD to be virtually 
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inevitable in most men, and more deserving of our compassion 

and understanding than our contempt. 

Lastly, in considering Kierkegaard and Freud's 

belief that SD creates or is involved in the existence of 

subselves, I can only say that this may very well be the 

case, but a full-blown theory incorporating the real exis

tence of the subselves would require more knowledge of the 

working of the brain, including just how (physiologically) 

SD takes place in the brain, as well as how certain memories 

and new evidence can become isolated in the neurons. With

out that, I feel it is premature to put forth a full-blown 

theory concerning the existence of subselves. 

Freud and Sartre 

The principal criticism I have of Freud is just the 

one that Sartre offered, i.e., that Freud's censor must 

have all the relevant kinds of knowledge in order to perform 

its task. That is, it seems the censor must be aware of the 

threat to the ego as well as just what the threat consists 

of in order to block the relevant information from reaching 

consciousness. This brings one right back to the epistemo-

logical paradox. I do not think SD happens that way, 

because there is the same difficulty with Freud's account 

as there was with Saunders's W-consciousness, i.e., the weak 

consciousness seems to be more logically acute than the 

strong consciousness. In addition, Freud has the difficulty 
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that the censor may not function according to secondary 

processes, if indeed it is unconscious, and thus may not 

possess the logical subtlety required to do the job. If 

the censor is identified with an ego nucleus, in an attempt 

to solve the above problem by giving the censor access to 

the logical abilities of the ego, two further problems 

arise. First, it then becomes difficult to explain just 

how an ego nucleus is created in the first place, if it is 

also to be the censor. It would be as if the ego nucleus/ 

censor is self-created out of nothing. Second, it is not 

clear why any new evidence coming through the senses that 

might end the SD would first go through the censor as 

opposed to the elaborated ego. 

Perhaps the principal advantage of my view of SD 

consists in the fact that SD is done partly by awareness 

and partly by ignorance, that is, the CB is highly aware of 

certain concepts or states of the world as threats to its 

own self-concept, but ignorant of what its judging these 

intentional states as threatening will cause the AB to do. 

It is quite natural for the cognitive consciousness to 

erect a self-concept and also natural for it to judge how 

certain intentional states will effect the self-concept. 

It is even natural, perhaps "instinctual," for the AB to 

try to maintain the self, either as a concept or the physi

cal system itself. It is unclear whether the AB can ever 
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distinguish in any way a physical from a conceptual threat. 

Rather it simply defers to the CB and receives a threat 

of whatever kind as a threat simpliciter. The more that 

the cognitive consciousness dwells on any state judged a 

threat, as long as it continues to judge it a threat, the 

more anxiety it creates and the consequent greater tendency 

of the AB to end the threat. 

Thus, it is the spontaneous tendency of the CB to 

create a self-concept, to reflect on what it is in its 

identification with the body and the personality, and the 

spontaneous action of the AB to protect the system of self, 

plus their mutual ignorance that brings about SD when cer

tain ill-handled threats arise. Thus, if my theory is 

correct, Sartre was wrong to say that SD is a clear-cut 

unitary consciousness that transparently throws itself into 

bad faith. Sartre is left with this notion after he argues 

that the Freudian censor is an autonomous consciousness 

which projects itself into bad faith. Although I accept 

Sartre's criticism of Freud, I believe to be mistaken 

Sartre's ultimate position that SD requires a local con

sciousness which knows all the relevant information about 

what is going on, and knows that it knows. Human conscious

ness in my view is neither unitary nor transparent, at least 

in the beginning. Perhaps it is possible through extreme 

and critical reflection to make it so. As I read Jung and 

various Eastern mystics, this is precisely what their goal 
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is. But it remains plausible to think that so much informa

tion is processed by the brain at various levels, that 

the ultimate extrapolation of the goal of a unitary and 

transparent consciousness is simply not feasible. The 

experiments cited at the beginning of this chapter show 

just how ignorant one is in the processing of certain infor

mation by the brain, and these deal a death blow to the 

Sartrean claim that all knowing is conscious of itself. 

Although I cannot accept the full gravity of 

Sartre's moralizing, I do believe that through a combina

tion of reflection, insight, and just plain luck one can 

penetrate the guises he erects against himself through SD. 

One even has a moral responsibility to do so in many cases, 

though presumably some cases of SD are relatively harmless. 

And of course, one can learn to be increasingly aware of 

cognitive activity that is liable to stimulate the AB into 

a mutually cooperative action resulting in SD. 

Finally, I have given reasons already as to why I 

cannot accept Sartre's knowledge/belief account of SD. I 

now move on to the other topics. 

Concerning the Brain Mechanism by 
which Self-deception Works 

Perhaps the greatest weakness of my theory is that 

I cannot give any details of how the AB is enabled to carry 

out the SD of which I claim it is capable, under the "belief" 

that it is protecting the system from harm. I know of no 
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counter-evidence, i.e., evidence that shows that the AB 

is incapable of this, but far too little is known of the 

workings of the brain to explain what I believe it can and 

does accomplish. 

The best that can be done is to cite very general 

evidence which merely hints at, or is in keeping with the 

theory. 

It is also known that in the absence of physical 
injury, mental elaboration of information may pro
duce the worst kind of suffering. Social rejection, 
guilt feelings, and other personal tragedies may 
produce greater autonomic, somatic, and psychologi
cal manifestations than actual physical pain. 

After frontal lobotomy, cancer patients have reported 
that the pain persisted undiminished, but that their 
subjective suffering was radically reduced, and they 
did not complain or request as much medication as 
before surgery. Lobotomized patients reacted to 
noxious stimuli as much, if not more, than before 
their operations, jumping at pin-pricks and respond
ing quickly to objective tests of excessive heat, 
but they showed decreased concern. It seems that in 
the frontal lobes there is a potentiating mechanism 
for the evaluation of personal suffering, and after 
lobotomy the initial sensation of pain is unmodified, 
while the reactive component to that feeling is 
greatly diminished (Delgado, 1971, pp. 117-118). 

Although the theory cannot be proved by reference 

to research on the brain, the two important facts men

tioned above should not be underestimated. The first is 

that mental elaboration performed by the CB can produce 

great autonomic manifestations. The autonomic nervous 

system consists of the parasympathetic and sympathetic 

nervous systems, and it is the sympathetic nervous system 

which prepares the body for flight from danger. Thus 
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cognitively induced suffering does engage the body's prep

aratory reactions for escape, just as a genuine external 

threat will. 

The second important fact is once those parts of 

the CB known as the frontal lobes are severed, although 

physical pain itself is felt as strongly, there is less 

desire to escape from the pain. This reconfirms that much 

of the AB1s impetus to escape comes from the cognitive 

elaboration of the suffering, the non physical mental com

ponent that we humans add. 

Finally, let me engage in some speculation. It 

may be that the right brain is the dominant hemisphere 

(for the vast majority of people) when the AB spurs the 

body into physical escape. Why? Because the left hemi

sphere is involved with language concerns, while the right 

is more associated with such things as music and spatial 

relations, and an important desire when running away is 

not to run into anything, i.e., a use of spatial rela

tions. Is this a significant fact? For instance, if the 

rule by which the AB works is to put as much distance as 

possible between the threat and the ego until safety is 

reached, can the AB use the right hemispheric specializa

tion in spatial relations to somehow hide the threat, or 

is this not the relevant sense of "hide" (although it 

seems less likely to be hidden in some linguistic scheme)? 
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I do not know the answer, and merely point this out as an 

interesting curiosity. 

Two Kinds of Self-deception 

In this section, I distinguish between two kinds of 

SD, what I shall call general trait SD as opposed to SD 

about a specific incident. In the former case, a signifi

cant part of one's self-concept is built around some 

general trait, and no specific incident has arisen in one's 

life to give countermanding evidence to one's identifica

tion. Thus there is no specific incident that one has to 

forget. In the latter case, some specific incident has 

occurred, which has penetrated sufficiently deep into the 

core of consciousness so as to cause a threat great enough 

that the incident must be forgotten. Arthur Goldman 

suffers SD concerning a general trait, whereas Hickey's 

SD is clearly about a specific incident. This can be shown 

by a brief discussion of their cases. 

Goldman identifies with strength that is both 

physical and psychological—;an independence of thought and 

will that does not permit itself to be led. So far as the 

viewer knows, nothing has occurred in his life that would 

count as evidence to refute this identity. He has 30 years 

previously lived through 6 years in a concentration camp, 

when the average was 5 months, and he has done so without 

resorting to devious means. He is now a self-made 
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millionaire builder. He is cultured, exceedingly intelli

gent, unusually insightful, and generous to those in need. 

He is in every sense a superman. In the presence of s\ich 

a history, it is easy to see why any thought of personal 

weakness has never penetrated into consciousness. Neverthe

less, the anguish which grows from the strength of his 

nature is at least partially responsible for his being led 

into SD. 

It is interesting to note in connection with 

Goldman's case, that SD is frequently not a passive thing, 

as if one could be self-deceived about something and then 

go about his life in rather normal fashion. In the case 

of Goldman, Brodie, Hickey and Axel Freed, they are driven 

to ever greater extremes of action, not as part of their 

natural lifestyle, but in order to maintain the SD. 

Goldman has himself put on trial after 30 years, Brodie 

gives up a relationship with a man she loves and tried to 

substitute a younger version of herself, Hickey prosely

tizes for his peace, and Axel takes ever increasing risks. 

Hickey's case is different from that of Goldman. 

Although it is true that he wants to believe that he loves 

his wife more than life itself, a specific feeling to the 

contrary has once entered his consciousness clearly enough 

to have been stated; this must be forgotten if he is to 

maintain his illusion. 
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Although there are these different kinds of SD, 

it is important to note that they are on a par when it 

comes to the paradoxes about SD. As long as the CB does 

not plan to bring about the self-deception, and even in 

cases such as Hickey's I claim that this is unnecessary, 

then the paradoxes cannot arise. 

Self-deception vs. Sincere Wrong Belief 

The distinction between sincere wrong belief, even 

ridiculous belief, and SD is perhaps easier to make in 

theory than it is in practice. Whether or not SD is 

involved turns on the question of whether something has 

been gained in terms of reduced ego threat, which may 

involve some external benefit as well, and whether the 

process involved in this gain has been such as to bring 

about a threat to one's self-concept sufficient to success

fully engage the AB to hide it from one's conscious focus. 

But to sort out real life cases can be enormously difficult. 

For instance, shall one say that those people who 

refused to help in emergency situations were not self-

deceived, i.e., in fact did not know that the situation 

was a genuine emergency even though they had themselves 

seen Andrew Mormille stabbed, and now saw him lying motion

less on the subway floor? Did they not know that Eleanor 

Bradley really meant it when she screamed for help? The 

research by Darley and Latane (1968) seems to cast genuine 
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doubt on the a priori supposition that these people did know 

that an emergency was at hand, as if only fear of apathy 

prevented action on their part. Can one set any theoretical 

limit on how ridiculous or absurd "sincere" belief can be, 

before one says "Now that counts as SD?" Is one more 

inclined to say of the politicians that they are self-

deceives, rather than allowing them the perhaps sincere 

belief that they deserve their high offices and prestige 

because they can take more brutal punishments than could the 

average man? If one feels inclined to say they are self-

deceived, is it due to their being politicians, their being 

perverse, or the fact that they are taking such an active 

part? 

Or take another case. A Time magazine article titled 

"Wild Windows" (1976, p. 49) told of department stores that 

succeed in selling $125 blouses, as well as expensive evening 

gowns, by placing them on store window mannequins in lurid 

situations. One mannequin was accompanied by a newspaper 

headline describing her as a rich lovesick heiress who com

mits suicide. In another display ("Black Magic"), all the 

figures were spray-painted black, and had suspended limbs 

completely separated from the torso. In both cases, the ad

vertised clothing sold out very quickly. Why? Is it because 

the people who buy mistake their excitement for genuine 

interest or aesthetic appreciation? The rope-bridge experi

ment (Adler and Carey, 1980, p. 89) in which various males 
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mistook their heightened adrenalin flow for sexual excite

ment in the presence of the female interviewer, seems to 

indicate that people frequently do mistakenly interpret 

their own emotions. Or were those people who bought the 

clothes self-deceived? That is, did their fear of death or 

black magic constitute a sufficient ego threat to trigger 

the AB into escape behavior? In either case, the escape 

behavior consisted in purchasing the clothes to convince 

themselves that instead of being afraid, they were rather 

intrigued or attracted. For a moment, let me return to 

the article concerning emergency situations. In a previous 

paper on jealousy, I stated that the child's concept of 

self-esteem grows from logical necessity directly out of 

others' esteem for him. Thus he begins in the psychologi

cal trap (not a trap at the immature stage of growth) of 

having to win favor from others, or having to pay excessive 

attention to their opinions. Perhaps many of those who did 

not help in the emergency situation did not do so because, 

being still so dependent on the values and opinions of 

others, they simply believed wrongly that these situations 

were not emergencies. Perhaps others were self-deceived, 

or simply callously looking out for number one. The point, 

however, is that even if the theoretical difficulties of 

SD have been solved, there may remain immense practical 

difficulties in determining which actual cases are cases 

of SD. 
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Explanatory Power of the Theory 

So far as I know, ray theory of SD is absolutely 

original. That fact, by itself, however, places it in a 

reference class with a high probability of being wrong. 

But it does have to recommend it a high degree of explana

tory power. The power consists of three main areas. 

First, it explains human psychological phenomena 

which prima facie seem absolutely mysterious, e.g., the 

docility of the prisoners and the Jews and the fact that 

some false confessors genuinely come to believe their 

confessions. The docility of the prisoners was at first 

so strange that I failed to recognize it as a case of SD. 

Also, it explains the seizures of those subjects in the 

electro-shock experiment. As discussed in Chapter 4 

I suggested that those 15 people who had seizures while 

administering "shocks" did so as a means of obeying contra

dictory commands, to obey authority and not to hurt an 

innocent victim. Still it was unclear as to how they could 

bring on a seizure. Now the suspicion arises that the AB, 

in order to reduce ego threat that comes from the violation 

of the self-concept by obeying either of the contradictory 

commands, controls the muscular system of the body in such 

a way as to bring about a seizure. Presumably the AB, 

sensing the cognitively induced suffering and yet also 

sensing its inability to handle the problem by any action, 

instituted the escape procedure of the seizure. 
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Whereas all the above examples are cases of SD, the 

second area of my theory's explanatory power goes outside 

the realm of SD. Let me return to the example of the 

basketball player mentioned earlier. His anxiety about the 

free throw stems from the cognitive question "What if I 

miss?" Because the question itself represents a threat to 

his self-concept at the moment, the AB responds as if this 

were a genuine threat by preparing the body for escape, 

including of course tensing the muscles. In the last 

3 or 4 years, opposing basketball and football coaches have 

started deliberately calling a time out before an important 

free throw or field goal, to let the player "think about 

it," hoping he will "psych himself out." Although this has 

been a well known phenomenon for a long while, this theory 

yields a clearer understanding of how and why it works, of 

whay a person becomes nervous going to a job interview, for 

example. The whole concept of self-defeating behavior, 

whether it is done inside SD, as with the prisoners or Jean 

Brodie, or outside SD, as in the case of the basketball 

player, is clarified. 

The third area in which my theory has considerable 

explanatory power, concerns the paradoxes and questions 

raised about SD itself. Consider the points raised in an 

article by T. S. Champlin (1977). First, is SD an inten

tional activity? My theory permits a negative answer to 

this question, at least in any sense of intention out of 
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which the paradoxes can arise, i.e., intention of the CB. 

And the answer should also suffice to eliminate David 

Pears's (1974, p. 99) paradoxes (.2) , (3) and (4) . "You 

cannot intend to do what you know that you cannot do, and 

you cannot execute an intention to eliminate something from 

consciousness if the intention is partly motivated, and 

perhaps also guided, by continuing awareness of that very 

thing." 

Second, does SD involve a conflict between incompat

ible beliefs? The answer is that it can, but it does not 

do so necessarily, as explained in the case of Arthur 

Goldman. Pears's paradox (.1) is that incompatible beliefs 

seem to be impossible. But would not one want to say of 

the prisoners that they believe both that they are 

prisoners and not free to go, and yet they are students 

and are free to go? And it is merely this particular form 

of their SD, this docility that reduces ego threat, that 

momentarily screens the latter belief from them and there

fore prevents a certain freedom of action. 

Third, is the self-deceiver both agent and victim 

at the same time, and if so, how are these roles compatible? 

Champlin gave the marvelously absurd reply that "There is 

no prospect of understanding the man who has fallen into 

self-deception as combining the two roles of deceiver and 

deceived" (1977, p. 295). He does so based on a ludicrous 

analogy to the game of squash, that if one plays oneself, 
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one is always a loser or winner depending on whether one is 

a pessimist, and thus always loses to himself, of an opti

mist, and thus always beats himself. My theory says that 

the self-deceiver is both the agent and victim at the same 

time. The AB is the agent, and the CB is the not altogether 

innocent victim. 

Fourth, can SD be understood on the model of other-

deception? The answer is "Not. really, unless one wishes to 

stretch the analogy to somewhat ridiculous extremes." If 

one wished to try to do this, then we start with friends AB 

and CB. AB is mostly retarded, but always has the best 

interests of CB at heart. That is, he only lies to CB for 

what he perceives to be CB's benefit. Now . . . 

Champlin's (1977, p. 297) last question, "Is self-

deception necessarily a morally bad thing?", is taken up in 

the final section. 

In the chapter "The Problem of Self-Deception," 

it was stated that trying to make logical sense of the 

problem of SD is reminiscent of the comment, ascribed to an 

engineer, about the inability of a bumblebee to fly because 

it is not structurally designed for it. SD appears to be so 

impossibly difficult that the practice of it must be 

limited to the extraordinarily capable. Now it should be 

clear why SD is so commonplace and so automatic that the 

only types who do not suffer from it are those so egoless 

as to be able to bear any depressing truth about themselves, 
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or those so perfect that there are no unpleasant truths or 

suspected truths about them, or those who scrutinize them

selves so carefully as to anticipate any reaction of the AB. 

Finally, although the summary of the explanatory 

power of the theory is complete, the theory contains one 

further advantage, that of being intimately tied to the 

structure of the brain. This means that it can be par

tially confirmed or fully refuted by what is ultimately 

learned about the workings of the brain. 

Self-deception and Moral Blame 

Have I, by my analysis, taken the "blood" out of 

self-deception? That is, have I introduced a deus ex 

machina that explains all SD in mechanical fashion and thus 

takes away any moral blame that might ever have attached 

to it? After all, once the intent to do it is removed, and 

the paradoxes are thus resolved, what moral fault could 

accrue in the absence of intentions? 

I believe that the lifeblood of SD has not been 

removed. 

It is quite difficult to see any moral blame that 

would accrue to Arthur Goldman. Indeed, his only mistake 

seems to reside in feeling too emotionally attached to a 

people he genuinely cares for. But surely this makes him 

merely a tragic hero like those in the plays of Sophocles, 

only even more innocent. Thus Goldman's case is one that 
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does appear to me, contrary to Champlin, to constitute a 

case of innocent SD. And if this is so, then Champlin's 

statement that "I suspect we are gazing at a fixed star in 

the moral firmament" (p. 298) implying that all cases of SD 

are necessarily morally bad, is also mistaken. It is far 

easier to see the moral blame in the cases of Axel Freed, 

who lures a basketball player to corruption, or Jean 

Brodie, who sends a girl to her death, or Hickey, who kills 

his wife, or the protagonist of Out of Season, who guaran

tees the continued emptiness of the life of the daughter by 

seeming to love her. In all of these cases, it is the need 

to hold onto their self-concepts that should be indicted as 

the culprit that brings on the SD resulting in morally 

blameworthy acts. Of all the cases of SD that have been 

detailed, perhaps only in Goldman's case is there the 

absence of activities which should sound warning bells to 

these people that something is amiss in their lives, that 

they are participating in actions which bring unnecessary 

harm to relatively innocent human beings. 

Just as in law, where one indicts not on what the 

person himself saw, e.g., in negligence, but rather on what 

the reasonable or prudent man would have seen, so it can 

be said of these people that they should have seen, or at 

least are responsible for their failure to see. 
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Most people are so caught up in their external 

activities that they rarely if ever pay any attention to 

the nature of the self. They are not often concerned with 

the growth of its abilities or talents, or a close scrutiny 

of its flaws, but rather in establishing some external 

position of security, of being seen in a certain way. 

Because they have never thought out values for themselves, 

but instead have accepted some set given from without, 

because they have never paid sufficient attention to the 

analysis of the self, they are ripe for SD. Because they 

lack the adaptability that comes from a thorough self-

knowledge, they are immobilized in the face of certain 

threats, e.g., the prisoners or the Kitty Genovese case. 

Others, like some of these remarkable heroes, e.g., 

Axel Freed and Jean Brodie, while being far above the mass 

man in their level of self awareness, nevertheless are 

incapable of accepting anything less than their own glori

fied views of self. Because the maintenance of their own 

grandiose narcissism leads to a blindness which violates 

the rights of others, they also accrue moral blame, though 

they do so in a more magnificent way than does the ordinary 

man, who is more reminiscent of Dante's Trimmers (Alighieri, 

1970, pp. 27-29), those whom neither Heaven nor Hell would 

accept because they could not commit themselves. 

Presumably it lies in the future evolution of man 

to overcome the harmful self-defeating effects of the 
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affective brain in "concert" with the cognitive brain, but 

if one is to do so, it can only come about by a willingness 

to face oneself exactly as one is, by learning to love the 

truth more than one's self constructed illusions, and by 

a decision to test oneself again and again against one's 

best possibilities. All this requires a continual question

ing of one's values, needs, and effects on others. 
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