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ABSTRACT

The purpose of my thesis is to analyse the ility of self-d

The analysis is developed in two stages. First, I provide an analysis of the term 'self-
deception’ and the problems that this term presents for philosophers. Second, I analyse
the possibility of on particular kind of self-deception, namely, deliberately making

oneself believe what one knows is false.

Evena ial gl the literature on self-deception reveals the variety

ofi ions of the term 'self- ion’. The di between
interpretations of the term makes it hard to understand what can and what cannot be

called 'self-deception.’ In order to analyse the ility of deli If-deception, [

must know what self-deception is. The analysis of the term 'self-deception' turns out to

be a rather pail i ise, and I have to sep: the several ings of the
word. In the end of the analysis, [ present two meanings of 'self-deception’ in ordinary
language, as well as explain the diversity of interpretations the concept has in
philosophical discourse.

When I have reached understanding of what the term 'self-deception’ means in

ordinary language and how it is used by different philosophers, I proceed to the analysis

ii



of the ibility of delib 1f-de I use the notion of deliberateness in order

actions which are not intended

to distinguish between previ intended and i
beforehand. Not all intentional actions require any thinking or deciding before the action
is carried out. Deliberate self-deception is an intended action of making oneself believe
what one knows is false. The analysis of the possibility of deliberate self-deception is

meant to demonstrate the extent to which one can control what one believes. The

possibility of such control provides a basis for claiming that the self-deceivers make
themselves believe what they know is false. The conclusion of my analysis is that
deliberate self-deception is possible, but it is possible only in certain circumstances
without which any attempt to deceive oneseif fails. The basic methods for such deception

are forgetting what one knows and reinterpreting evidence for one's beliefs.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Questions like "'What is self-d ion?" and 'How is self-d ion possible? form

the core of the problem of self-d ion. Phil have di: that self-
deception presents a challenge for many beliefs about the nature of mind, the self, and
rationality. Naturally, philosophers have adopted different stances towards self-decep-
tion: some are claiming that self-deception does not present any challenge at all, others -

that self-deception provides an important insight into the nature of mind. Because of the

lively discussion that the problem of self-d ion has 1f-d ion forms a
distinct area of interest for the philosophy of mind and the philosophy of psychology.

When I chose to write my thesis on self-deception, the question which [ intended
to answer was whether it is possible to make myself believe something that [ am disposed
not to believe. The formulation of the question was also the formulation of my under-
standing of what self-deception is. The question about the possibility to controlling, or
manipulating, one's beliefs may seem strange, but in fact there is a certain philosophical
tradition behind it. The requirement of controlling one's mind has been known since the
times of Stoics and Buddhists, and the ethics of self-control has had its adherents ever
since. A peculiar version of this ethical tradition is depicted in Either/Or by Soren

Kierkegaard. In "Rotation of Crops," Kierkegaard presents methods of making one's life



interesting even under the most boring conditions. One of the methods is the art of
forgetting and remembering (293). If one knows how to remember something in a way
one wants and to forget everything one wants, one is "able to play shuttlecock with all
existence” (294). While this art concerns only forgetting and remembering, it seems to
imply that one can believe whatever one wants. And I wanted to know to what extent, if
any, one could control one's beliefs.

As one can see, the context of the problem is very different from what philoso-
phers usually do in the philosophy of mind. Nevertheless, there is a definite connection
between the possibility of controlling one's beliefs and the problem of self-deception. By
answering the question of whether it is possible to deceive oneself intentionally and be
aware of one’s intention, [ will also answer the question about the possibility of control-
ling one's beliefs. Since there is extensive literature on self-deception in English, [
wanted to know what possibilities for controlling one's beliefs are presented by those who
analyse self-deception.

The first discovery [ made was the fact that the notion of self-deception is very
ambiguous and constitutes a problem by itself. So my initial interest in how to make
myself believe what I am disposed not to believe might or might not be identified by

other phil asa istic of self- ion. The number of different defini-

tions of self-deception is isis large. Some phil consider the meaning of

the concept a settled matter and do not formulate their own understanding of self-



deception; but if one looks at the definitions that are provided, very rarely one finds two
philosophers that have identical interpretations of the concept. Hence, in order to
understand what is meant by the term 'self-deception’ and whether this meaning is
compatible with my interest in the possibility of controlling one's beliefs, I had to answer
the question "What is self-deception?'

[ try to answer the question of what self-deception is in Chapter 2 of my thesis. In
order to have some criteria for a comparison of the different definitions, I want to concen-
trate my attention on the meaning of the term 'self-deception' in ordinary language.
Analysing different interpretations of the concept, I am first of all trying to answer the
question whether these interpretations could represent the meaning the term 'self-decep-
tion' has in ordinary language. When the answer is 'no,' I explain why philosophers still
use the ordinary language term 'self-deception’ for their purposes and what is the connec-
tion between their understanding of 'self-deception’ and the meaning of 'self-deception’ as
it is used in ordinary language.

First, [ analyse the method of defining self-deception suggested by Raphael
Demos. Demos interprets self-deception as being similar to interpersonal deception, the

only difference being that the former involves one instead of two persons. The result is a

of self- ion, namely, making oneself believe what one
knows is false. Demos' approach seems very natural, because the word 'deception’ does

appear in the term 'self-deception’ and 'deception’ usually refers to a situation where one
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person deceives another. My analysis of Demos' method of defining 'self-deception’ as an
interpersonal deception that occurs in one person shows that this method cannot reveal
the meaning the concept has in ordinary language. This conclusion applies not only to
Demos but also to all those who analyse the meaning of the word 'deception’ in order to
derive from it the meaning of the term 'self-deception."

At the same time, I have to admit that one of the meanings that the term 'self-

deception' has in ordinary language is ical and Demos' i on has pre-
sented this meaning quite well. I describe this paradoxical meaning of the ordinary

language term 'self-deception’ as making oneself believe what one knows is false. I also

have to admit that the meaning of 'self- ion' is not always i Since [
objected to Demos' method of defining the term 'self-deception,’ the only way to discern
other meanings of 'self-deception’ is to describe how the word is used in ordinary
language. The second part of Chapter 2 is meant to describe the non-paradoxical

meanings the term 'self-deception’ has in ordinary language.

One of the ions when phil analyse the ordinary language meaning

of 'self-deception’ is the discussion of Canfield and Gustavson's and Siegler’s interpre-

tations of 'self-ds ion." Slightly simplifying their i ion, [ can say that they
claim that 'self-deception’ means nothing more than an unwarranted belief. In a way [
defend this position, but only to claim that this definition depicts the usage of the

expression 'to deceive oneself' and not the usage of 'self-deception.’ At the same time, I



try to show that there is a meaning of self- ion' that the one of 'deceiving
oneself’ The second meaning that the term 'self-deception’ has in ordinary language can
be defined as certain state of mind where the false belief is caused by a bias of evidence.
Still, the various uses of 'self-deception’ I have described so far are just some of the
interpretations philosophers have provided. Moreover, most of these interpretations do
not present the meaning that the term has in ordinary language. So I continue with my

of why so many i ions do not fit any of the meanings that 'self-

deception’ has in ordinary language. I explore the idea that philosophers are trying to

1£:d ion."

explain certain behaviour that is usually iated with the term '

In Chapter 3 I return to my initial question about the possibility of controlling
one's own beliefs. After [ have analysed the meaning of the term 'self-deception,' I can
indicate how my problem of self-control fits into the problem of self-deception. Some
interpretations of self-deception imply that the self-deceiver intentionally brings about his
or her beliefs. The suggestion that one controls one's beliefs in self-deception represents
the most extreme version of such intentional formation of beliefs. I call this extreme
version 'deliberate self-deception,’ intending to refer to self-deception that is brought
about by a conscious intention to make oneself believe what one knows is false or an
intention to make oneself believe what one wants to believe.

I examine three possible forms of deliberate self-deception. All of them are

discussed by other philosophers. First of all, I concentrate on the possibility of making



oneself ‘just like that' believe what one knows is false, namely, the possibility of self-
deception as basic action, realization of which does not require any additional intentional
actions. Though usually one would deny that such an act is possible, it seems that
sometimes the possibility of such a basic action is suggested by people. I will try to
present some reasons why self-deception as a basic action is impossible.

In the remaining part of my thesis [ address the question of the possibility of
deliberate self-deception that is not basic action, that is to say, deliberate self-deception
that is realized by means of some additional actions. [ analyse two types of actions. The
first type could be characterized as making oneself forget what one knows. The second
type - as reinterpreting of the evidence one knows. My conclusion is that it s possible to

make oneself believe what one knows is false. For such self-deception to be possible one

first of all has to ine one's ige of the falsity of the belief,
because one cannot consciously hold both the belief that p and knowledge that not-p. The

success of deli self-ds ion never depends on the intention of the self-

deceiver, and deliberate self-deception is possible only in particular circumstances.



2.0 WHAT IS SELF-DECEPTION?

I dare to say that anybody who decides to enlighten themselves on the subject of
self-deception and wants to do this by reading philosophers will quickly lose any compre-

hension of what self-deception is. Phil quite often ine our everyday

of concepts and but in the case of self-deception the feeling of

confusion is caused by the great variety of interpretations. For example, Stanley Paluch
says that a person X is self-deceived when:
(1) X believes p and p is false. (2) X knows the evidence which counts against the
truth of p. (3) X has some motive for discounting the evidence. (4) If the motive
were lacking X would see that p is false and its negation true. (5) If the motive
were made clear to X he would see that it provided no legitimate grounds for his
belief. (6) Xis free to discern the character of his motive (276).
According to Frederick Siegler, if White says to Brown that Brown is deceiving
himself, "White is telling Brown that he has an erroneous belief, and he is implying that it
is unreasonable for Brown to have such a belief" (473). Herbert Fingarette thinks that

"the self-deceiver is one who is in some way engaged in the world but who disavows the

who will not Ige it even to himself as his" ("Self-Deception” 81).

Robert Audi claims:

A person, S, is in a state of self- ion with respect to a ition, p, if and
only if: (1) § unconsciously knows that not-p (or has reason to believe, and
unconsciously and truly believes, that not-p); (2) S sincerely avows, or is disposed
to avow sincerely, that p; and (3) § has at least one want that explains, in part,



both why S's belief that not-p is unconscious and why S is disposed to avow that
p, even when presented with what he sees is evidence against p (94).

John V. Canfield and Don F. Gustavson say that "all that happens in self-decep-
tion . . . is that the person believes or forgets something in certain circumstances" and the

are such that the evidt does not warrant the belief in question (34-35).

Jeffrey Foss writes that "Jones deceives himself that p just in case (i) Jones brings it about
that jBp [Jones believes that p], and (ii) jK~p [Jones knows that not p]" (241).
I could continue this list, but it is already clear that there is no agreement among

on what self-di is. Fing; thinks that self-deception concerns

engagements in the world, while the rest of the mentioned philosophers talk about beliefs
that p and not-p. Foss insists that self-deception requires two contradictory beliefs, while
Audi, Canfield, Gustavson, Siegler and Paluch relate self-deception to the presence of
one unwarranted belief. Foss' phrase that Jones brings about a belief suggests that Jones

intentionally deceives himself, Paluch's mentioning of 'motive for discounting' and

Fi i ing of the could suggest the intention on the part of the

self-deceiver, but the rest of the interpretations do not imply such intentional deception at

all. Audi thinks that self- ion requires an i while other
do not mention either i beliefs.
One could think that at least some phi have defined self-decepti

incorrectly, and a good analysis of the concept would eliminate the multiplicity of

No doubt, phi do argue about the proper way to define self-




deception. For example, Foss thinks that "Gustavson, Canfield, & co. [meaning Patrick
Gardiner and Terence Penelhum]" have missed a very important aspect of self-deception -
- duplicity (238). At the same time, despite the criticisms of one or another definition,
there is still a great diversity among the interpretations that one can find in the literature
on self-deception. And it seems that these interpretations exist side by side without
undermining each other's validity. At least, some philosophers are ready to admit the
validity of interpretations different from their own (See, for example, Siegler 475).

[ think that the diversity of i fons asks for an ion. Even if the

topic of my thesis does not compel me to explain this diversity, I cannot ignore it. In
order to proceed to the question of deliberate self-deception, [ must have some under-
standing of what self-deception is. IfI just accepted one definition that seemed more
suitable for the topic of my thesis, [ would not know how this definition is related to the

others. [ would not know whether different interpretations of what self-deception is are

different itions of the same or they are iptions of different

phenomena under one name, or descriptions of different usages of the word 'self-decep-

tion." Since [am i to know what other phil have said about the possibil-
ity of deliberate self-deception, I cannot just choose one, more convenient, interpretation,
because there is no reason to presume that it will allow me to understand what other

philosophers mean when they are talking about self-deception. Therefore, in this chapter

I want to explain the great variety among the definitions of self-deception, and I think that
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by doing this I will be able to clarify for myself what self-deception is.

To find my way through this multitude of i ions, [ want to
my attention on the zerm 'self-deception’ and the meaning of this term in ordinary lan-
guage. When I say that [ will concentrate my attention on the meaning of the word in
ordinary language, I do not intend to say that I will just describe the usage of the word. [
want to use the meaning of ordinary language as a basis for comparison of different
interpretations. I want to detect how close or how far from the ordinary meaning these
interpretations are. My choice of the basis of comparison is not arbitrary; 'self-deception’

is a word of ordinary language and was used before philosophers started to discuss this

concept; [ presume that phil ing of 'self- ion' has ing to
do with 'self-deception’ of ordinary language, otherwise it would be hard to understand
why philosophers use this word. I think that by revealing this correlation I will be able to
answer the question, "What is self-deception?”

In Section 2.1, [ concentrate my attention on the claims that self-deception must
be understood as interpersonal deception carried out by a person on himself or herself.

This method of defining 'self- ion' results ina ical account of self-decep-

tion. I claim that this method of defining self-deception cannot provide one with the
understanding of the ordinary language term 'self-deception.’ Nevertheless, [ admit that
the ordinary language term 'self-deception’ has a paradoxical meaning. 'Self-deception’

means making oneself believe what one knows is false. In Section 2.2, I describe the
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non-paradoxical meaning that the term 'self-deception’ has in ordinary language. Before
providing this non-paradoxical meaning, I have to reject two plausible versions of this
meaning. In the first part of Section 2.2 "Unusual Ways of Deceiving Oneself," I show
some occasions when a person could be described as deceiving oneself, but only if the
expression 'to deceive oneself' is used in some particular sense that differs from the use of
the term 'self-deception’ in ordinary language. In the second part of Section 2.2 "Deceiv-
ing oneself and Unwarranted Belief," I analyse and ultimately reject one interpretation of

the term 'self- ion' that describes self-de ion as a di between some

belief and evidence for this belief. I claim that this interpretation depicts the usage of the
expression 'to deceive oneself' and not the meaning of the term 'self-deception.’ In the
third part of Section 2.2 "'Self-Deception’ and Biased Believing," I provide one
interpretation of the term 'self-deception' that seems to me a correct description of non-

paradoxical meaning of the term in ordinary language. In Section 2.3, I try to explain

what is common between the ical meaning of 'self- ption’ that the term has in
ordinary language and the variety of definitions of 'self-deception’ provided by philoso-
phers.

2.1 Self-Deception and Other-Deception

A natural way to find out the meaning of the word 'self-deception’ seems to be
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ing a dicti AL a standard English dictionary is not much of help

to me. The OED for example defines self-deception as an act or state of deceiving
oneself. This definition is circular and is not informative. It explains that self-deception
can be an act or a state, but it does not tell me what kind of act or state self-deception is,
whereas [ am interested in knowing exactly the nature of this state or act.

At the same time, one could interpret this definition as a suggestion that self-
deception is a particular case of deception, where 'deception’ has to be understood on the
model of interpersonal deception. This approach could work approximately like this: (a)
the word 'self-knowledge' consists of two parts, 'self' and 'knowledge;' when I know what
‘knowledge' means and what 'self means, I can easily deduce that self-knowledge is just
like knowledge only the subject of knowledge is specified - the self; (b) the word 'self-
deception' consists of two parts, 'self' and 'deception;' when I know the meaning of both
of them [ will know the meaning of 'self-deception.’ To find out the necessary and
sufficient conditions for ascribing the word 'deception,’ [ analyse, for example, a sentence
‘John deceives Peter;' to know what self-deception is, I simply replace Peter’ with
‘himself.!

There are some philosophers who accept this way of understanding 'self-decep-
tion,' and one of them is Raphael Demos. Demos' article "Lying to Oneself" is the article
that brings the rerm 'self-deception’ into the sphere of philosophical interest. Even though

the first philosopher who mentions self-deception is most likely Plato, before Demos
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'self-deception’ has not been among the concepts that inspire philosophers. Self-decep-
tion has been discussed among Christian moralists, for example, Samuel Johnson and

Bishop Butler have arti their ion of self-ds ion, and Daniel Dyke's book

The Mystery of Self-Deception, which was written in the beginning of 17th century, is
most likely the first book on self-deception. Nevertheless, neither of these moralists finds
the concept of self-deception in any way puzzling. As ordinary users of language, they
know when to apply the word and are not interested in spelling out its meaning. When
Demos tried to define the concept of self-deception and analyse its implications, he
quickly provoked a criticism of his definition, thus starting the discussion. On the whole,
philosophers dismiss Demos' analysis of 'self-deception’ as incorrect. At the same time,
Demos' article on self-deception 'gave a tune' for the later discussion of self-deception,
and some aspects of this discussion are hard to understand unless one knows what Demos
did with 'self-deception.'

The problem of self-deception, as it is stated by Demos, resembles a puzzle meant
to sharpen one's mind. Demos begins his article "Lying to Oneself" by laying down the
conditions of the intellectual exercise (588). First of all, one has to assume that words
‘lying’ and 'deceiving’ have identical meaning. Demos recognizes that the meanings are
not identical, but he asks the reader to ignore this fact. Secondly, one has to assume that
the phrase "B lies to (deceives) C" means that the deceiver, or liar, intends to induce a

mistaken belief in another person and succeeds in carrying out his intention. Moreover,
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the deceiver knows that what he tells another person is false. Demos acknowledges that

one can deceive a person without intending to do so and that one can lie without causing

anybody to beli 's lies; Demos i these aspects
of deception. Only after one has accepted both conditions, is Demos ready to show the

problem in which he is is He his iption of i 1}

deception so that the act of deception is presented as occurring within one person.
According to Demos, "self-deception exists . . . when a person lies to himself, that is to
say, persuades himself to believe what he knows is not so” (588). Thus stated, self-
deception seems to be impossible. For example, one can try to persuade oneself to
believe that grasshoppers eat people, and most likely one will fail.' To make things
worse, Demos interprets his formulation as implying that the self-deceiver believes some
proposition p and the negation of this proposition at the same time (588). He also
declares that both beliefs are consciously held (592). Thus Demos has formulated what
philosophers like to call 'the paradox of self-deception,’ because it seems impossible to
believe in a proposition that one knows to be false. Alfred Mele calls this paradox the
'static paradox,' which he distinguishes from the 'dynamic' paradox ("Recent” 1). The
term 'dynamic paradox' is used to describe the apparent difficulty of making oneself

believe something that is known to be false. The challenge in Demos' puzzle of self-

*This example is meant to show why Demo’s definition is often called
paradoxical, and it is not meant to prove that Demos is wrong.
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deception is to find out how such i i and i 1f-d ion is possible.

A specific characteristic of Demos' treatment of the concept of self-deception is
his indifference to other possible meanings of this concept. He is not interested in

knowing whether 'self-deception’ in everyday language has the same meaning as ‘self-

in his ion. Describing the that must be realized in order for

us to call i 1f-d ion, he chooses itions similar to those of 'deception’

in the interpersonal context, and he does not inquire whether it is possible to define 'self-
deception’ otherwise. In addition, Demos ignores other possible meanings of the word
‘deception.’ Since according to Demos the concept of self-deception is derived from the
concept of deception, he attributes to 'self-deception’ a very specific and narrow sense.
This lack of interest on the part of Demos does not make other interpretations of

1f- ion less real. L it is easy to overlook the variations. To illustrate

how different meanings of 'self-deception’ can be confused, I want to show an under-
standing of self-deception that is radically different from Demos' understanding and
which Demos himself incorrectly equates with the one he presented in his article. [ am
referring to Plato's concept of self-deception. Demos claims that his and Plato's under-
standing of self-deception are the same (588). Plato mentions self-deception rather
casually in the dialogue Cratylus, and he does not explicate what precisely he understands
by it. Despite Plato's terseness, it is possible to tell the difference between his and

Demos' understanding of 'self-deception.'
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Plato’s dialogue Cratylus discusses the question of how names relate to the things
they name. At one place in the dialogue, the discussion of names is interrupted by the

exchange of compliments about the wisdom of the i Cratylus is so i

by everything Socrates says that he suggests that some Muse resides in Socrates and
speaks through him (428c). Socrates agrees and complains that he cannot trust his own
wisdom and words he utters. In this context, Plato says that there is nothing worse than
self-deception, because "the deceiver is always at home and always with you" (428d).

It is possible that Plato truly means to suggest the existence of some spiritual
entity that resides somewhere inside a human being and can be truthful or deceptive. It
seems to me, nevertheless, that the remedy against self-deception Plato indicates implies

a more i i ing of 'self-d ion.' In order to avoid deceiving himself,

Socrates has to examine all the claims he makes and retrace the course of his argument, or
"steps" (428d). Ifin fact Socrates spoke for some Muse, or some other divine being, then
the scrutiny of thoughts would be useless; Socrates could not influence his alter ego even

if he wanted. the iplicity of ity would not explain why Socrates

describes the deception as deception of oneself. I am suggesting that Socrates speaks
about his thoughts as if they were imposed upon him because he does not understand how
the thinking process works and how thoughts are generated. Nevertheless, he is not
alienated from his thoughts, because he knows how to control them. He controls his

thoughts by analyzing them in retrospect.
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It seems to me that for Plato, self-d i ises the process of

or, more precisely, erroneous reasoning. Self-deception is a mistake that is caused not so
much by wrong information as in cases of deception, but rather by inaccurate thinking.

Self- ion is worse than ion, because thinking affects one con-

stantly, while deceivers are not always around. Also, it is very hard to notice the failure
of one's reasoning, and even Socrates cannot be sure that his wisdom is not deceptive.
The only way he can control this kind of deception is to review and analyse his train of
thoughts, and to do that often. The analysis needs not be done by the thinker alone. Just
before Socrates mentions self-deception, he encourages Cratylus to criticize everything

Socrates says (428b). Discussion is one way to detect faulty thinking and, therefore,

the ility of self-d
[f my interpretation of Plato is admissible, it is hard to see how one can equate

Plato's ing of self- ion with the i ion of 'self- ion' that

Demos presents in his article. Demos declares that the self-deceiver intends to make
himself believe something that is false, while knowing that what he wants to believe is
false. Plato's self-deceiver does not need to have either the intention to deceive himself,
or the knowledge of the falsity of his beliefs. For Plato, one must work hard to notice the
falsity of one's beliefs.

It seems that Demos is mistaken when he claims that his understanding of 'self-

deception' is similar to Plato's. It is not similar. Now one can ask why it is not. Are



18
Plato and Demos using different meanings of the same word? Does Plato misuse the
term? What he calls 'deception of oneself' seems to fit better under the name 'faulty
reasoning.' Does Demos misuse the term?

There are two main objections against Demos' i jon of self-deception.’

First, philosophers argue that the word 'deception’ need not necessarily imply either that
deception is carried out intentionally or that the deceiver knows that the proposition he
wants others to believe is false. Mele claims that sometimes people use word 'deceive’ in
cases when somebody unintentionally causes another person to believe some proposition
that is false (/rrationality 123). Bas Van Fraassen argues that the deceiver can be
ignorant about the truth of the proposition which he or she wishes to deceive others into
believing. For example, if Peter does not know whether some bridge is safe, but he wants
John to believe that the bridge is safe, Peter could deceive John by persuading him that
the bridge is safe (124). Brian McLaughlin claims that the deceiver can even believe in
the truth of the proposition about which he or she wants other people to be deceived. For
example, evidence appears to prove that Dick is guilty of some wrong-doing; Tom
believes that Dick is innocent and by lying persuades Harry to believe in the innocence of
Dick (35). Since Demos derives his definition of 'self-deception’ from the definition of
'deception,' changes in the latter can cause changes in the former.

The problems with the definition of ion' do not ine the main

principle of defining 'self-deception’ on the basis of how the word 'deception’ is under-
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stood. This principle seems very sensible. The connection between the concept of self-
deception and the concept of deception looks evident: the term 'self-deception’ includes
the word 'deception.’ [ can explain what 'self-deception’ is. At first, [ analyse the
meaning of the concept of deception in the interpersonal context; next, I describe a
pattern of deception in a case when deception is not directed towards another person, but
towards oneself. This approach demonstrates the reason for the presence of the word
'deception’ in the concept of self-deception, while for example in the case of Plato, it is
not clear why one would talk about deception at all.

Despite the appealing simplicity of Demos' approach, not all philosophers like his
way of defining 'self-deception.’ Several of them have argued that 'self-deception’ cannot
be analysed in the same terms as 'deception.’ This is the second and the most important
objection against Demos' definition. It is more important than the first one, because if it
is true that the meaning of 'self-deception’ cannot be obtained by analysing the meaning
of 'deception,’ then it is not important for the defining of 'self-deception’ how the word
'deception’ is interpreted.

The first philosophers who argued against Demos' method of defining "self-
deception’ are Canfield and Gustavson. They claim that any explanation of 'self-decep-

tion' using the concepts of i ion requires the ition that 'self-

deception' can be properly und d only in terms of il ion, or other-

deception (32). Canfield and Gustavson defy this presupposition and show that in other-
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d ion and self-decepti ion' can mean different things.

The argument by Canfield and Gustavson is directed against the method of
defining that was used by Demos, namely, to explain terms like 'self-deception’ by
explicating the part of the term that comes after 'self-'. If this method were correct, then
'self-command' should be understood as being similar to ‘command,’ or 'other-command,’
specifying that the commander was identical with the person that received the command
(33). Or, using Mike V. Martin's example, 'teaching oneself' should be understood in

terms of teaching others (19). Canfield and Gustavson claim that 'self-command' cannot

be in terms of oth To justify their claim, they first of all disclose
the assertions that are implied by the notion of command. Then, they apply these

assertions to the notion of self-command. They believe that the result demonstrates that

this jt ition of 'oth and 'self- is i

Canfield and Gustavson consider one instance of 'other-command' that they
formulate as 'Jones makes Smith do E.' The formulation is strange because to say that
‘Jones commands Smith jump' is not the same as saying 'Jones makes Smith to jump.’
The latter implies that Smith in fact jumps, while the former need not imply that: Jones
commands, but Smith ignores him. Canfield and Gustavson seem to be talking about a
successful command. It is possible that Canfield and Gustavson wanted to emphasize the

similarity between and ion' which, ing to the standard interpret:

tion, implies that the deceiver succeeds in deceiving the other person.
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According to Canfield and Gustavson, the assertions that are implied by the
statement 'Jones makes Smith do E' are: (a) Jones intends to make Smith do E; (b) Jones
asks (commands, tells, etc.) Smith to do E; (c) Smith takes Jones' request (command, etc.)
as a request to do E; (d) Smith complies with (obeys, etc.) Jones' request to do E (33). If
one wants to present an instance of a successful self-command and to interpret it as
similar to the case of other-command, the sentence 'Jones makes himself study all night'
must be interpreted as implying that "Jones intends to make himself study all night, Jones
asks (commands, etc.) himself to study all night, Jones takes his own request as a request

to study all night, and Jones complies with his own request to study all night" (33-34). It

is clear that on this i ion of 'self- the part that to(c) is
redundant. Jones does not have to interpret his own requests and orders in addition to
saying them.? [ also would deny that the word 'complies' can be used to describe the
connection between a command Jones utters and the action that follows. Therefore,
Canfield and Gustavson suggest that 'self-command' cannot be understood in terms of
other-command. Correspondingly, the whole method of defining the concepts that have

the form 'self-x' by deriving their definition from the definition of the part that follows

2At least, one is not considering one’s own orders in the same way one considers
the orders of somebody else. It is possible that one analyses the reasons for one’s own
orders. For example, Jones thinks that the commands he is giving to himself are meant to
silence his wish to go to bed. Nevertheless, I doubt that Jones could think that the
command was meant to be a joke when it was not, while any other person could have
such a thought, and it is meaningful to say that Smith took Jones’ command to be a real
command and not just a joke.
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'self-' is shown to be unreliable, because Canfield and Gustavson have shown that there is
one instance where this method does not work.

Martin comes up with another example where, according to him, the method used
by Demos cannot provide the proper understanding of the term. He uses the example of
"teaching' and 'teaching oneself.' One small problem with this example is that there is no
such a term as 'self-teaching’ in ordinary language. Neither 'self-taught' nor 'teaching
oneself are strictly parallel to the term 'self-deception.’ And as [ will show later, 'self-
deception' is not always replaceable by 'deceiving oneself.' At the same time, I think that
this problem does not really undermine Martin's idea, because there is a term that is very
similar to Martin's 'teaching oneself,’ and the term is 'self-instruction.' This term also has
the related forms 'self-instructed' and 'instructing oneself' which make it similar to
Martin's 'teaching oneself' and Demos' 'self-deception.”

The examples of 'teaching’ and 'instructing’ are interesting because of one
important resemblance with 'deception.’ If the meaning of ‘teaching oneself or 'self-
instruction' is derived from the meaning of 'teaching’ and 'instructing," it seems that the
first two will be as paradoxical as the concept of self-deception. The concept of teaching.
usually implies that one person knows something that another person does not (Martin
19). The same is true about 'instruction.' If one knows everything that the instructor is

telling one, one hardly would call this process an instruction. For example, in case of

3The example of 'self-instruction’ is used also by William Ruddick in his article
"Social Self-Deception” (384-385).
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somebody instructing me in leamning Greek, I presumably do not know how to do it. So if

one wants to consider 'self-i ion' as thy 1 £ ion,’ one has to assume
that persons who instruct themselves both know and do not know how to perform some
action, know and do not know the content of instructions. If in the case of 'self-deception’
the paradoxical meaning seemed probable, in the case of 'self-instruction,’ the interpreta-

tion obtained by j ing 'i ion' and 'self-i ion' clearly gives wrong

results.* When I am saying that [ am instructing myself, I am saying that I am learning to
do, or I am doing, something without an instructor, or without knowing beforehand the

and [ am not ing that [ somehow sis know and do not

know these instructions.
Now one could ask why 'self-instruction' is called ‘instruction,’ if in fact it is
nothing more than learning. It is very hard to answer the question why such a term has

taken roots in the language, but I can indicate some correlations between 'instruction’ and

'self-i ion.' First of all, self-i could be a process of doing something
without instructions while usually one would not do this without them. For example, [

can try to learn languages on my own without knowing how to do this, while usually one

“The paradoxical result is obtained only if one interprets the word ‘instruction’ as
implying an interpersonal action. If the word “instruction’ is understood as meaning, for
example, ‘guidance of action’ without clarifying whether the process is interpersonal or
not, the paradox does not emerge. Nevertheless, Demos as well as Canfield and
Gustavson presume the term ‘deception’ to imply an interpersonal action, and I am.
following their example.
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would ask somebody for instruction on how to do this. Or [ can try to build a house or
play piano without previous knowledge. On all of these occasions I can say that [ am
self-instructed, because nobody else has instructed me. Secondly, I would use the word
'self-instruction’ to describe a situation when [ am using instructions that are prepared by
some person who is absent. For example, [ am using a book How fo Build Houses. The
instructions are given by the person who wrote the book, but there is nobody who will
inform me of these instructions except myself and, therefore, I can say that [ am instruct-
ing myself.

It seems that there are reasons for using the word 'instruction’ to describe actions
like learning languages without a tutor. The problem is that one cannot know in advance

how the word 'instruction’ must be used in order to explain 'self-instruction.' Knowing the

meaning of 'i ion' is not enough for ing of “self- ption’; one should
know the meaning of 'self-instruction’ in order to know which aspect of the word

‘instruction’ one has in mind when one speaks of “self-deception’.

The same is true about the way one 'a 1f- 4
‘When Jones makes himself study all night, he does not need to command himself to study
all night and take his own command as a command to study all night, as the meaning of
‘make somebody to do something' implies. At the same time, one can articulate one's
intention to study all night and do it in the form that resembles an interpersonal com-

mand. There will be resemblance between the articulation of an intention and the
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interpersonal command, but one has to know how 'self-command,’ or 'make myself do
something," is used in order to detect what the resemblance is.

Now I can explain why Plato calls erroneous reasoning 'self-deception.’ He does

not derive the meaning of deception by ing il deception. The

can be called 'self-deception’ because a person that errs can be viewed as being
misled. When somebody deceives me, he misleads me. If I am misled by my failure to
reason properly, I can say that [ deceived myseif.

‘When Demos defines 'self-deception,’ he determines at first the meaning of
‘deception’ and then, depending on the meaning of 'deception," determines the meaning of
'self-deception.’ This method cannot guarantee that one will be able to understand what is
meant by 'self-deception’ in ordinary language, or what Plato means by 'self-deception.'
In both cases, the meaning of 'deception’ can be used in a quite different way than it was
used by Demos. Since Demos' method of clarifying the meaning of a concept cannot

guarantee a reliable interpretation of the concept, the definition of 'self-deception' that is

in terms of other-deception cannot be binding for anybody who is asking how
'self-deception’ must be understood. There must be some other way to determine the
meaning of the concept 'self-deception,’ and I think that the other way is to describe how
the concept is used in ordinary language.
Demos' definition of 'self-deception’ required for a self-deceiver to know simulta-

neously that some proposition p is true and to believe that p is false, and it also required



26
that the self-deceiver somehow intentionally make himself or herself believe what he or
she knows is false. I showed that the method Demos used to define 'self-deception’
cannot provide me with the meaning that this term has in ordinary language. One could
think that if Demos' interpretation of 'self-deception’ is not binding upon anybody
studying self-deception, one is free from the hardest part of the problem: paradoxes of
self-deception. Demos' idea of defining 'self-deception’ on the model of ‘deception’
seemed to create both the static and dynamic paradoxes of self-deception; since Demos'
method of defining turned out to be unreliable, one might assume that one can just reject
the paradoxes as a result of faulty thinking.

The strange thing is that the analysis of the everyday meaning of 'self-deception’
seems to throw me back where I started. Demos' definition presents quite precisely one
of the meanings that 'self-deception’ has in ordinary language. Let me look at an example
of self-deception: some boy is cruel to animals; his mother has seen some occasions when
he killed seven bumble-bees, and other people have reported to her similar episodes in
her son's life; nevertheless, she denies that her son is cruel to animals, and it seems that
she really believes what she says. This is a situation when one could ascribe to the
mother self-deception. Asked what one means by this claim, one could say that the
mother knows that her son is cruel to animals (after all, she saw him being so), but she
intentionally ignores the evidence and makes herself believe that he is a good boy. At

this point in my analysis, it is not important whether the mother really knows that he is
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cruel or whether she intentionally ignores this knowledge, I just want to clarify what
people would mean by saying that the mother is self-deceived. [ think that 'self-decep-
tion' in ordinary language has the meaning I described, and evidently, this meaning is
similar to the meaning that Demos presented in his article.

Initially, the fact that Demos' interpretation of 'self-deception’ coincides with one
of the meanings that 'self-deception’ has in ordinary language could look a little bit

embarrassing. Twenty pages of my thesis are spent to prove that Demos' method is

inadequate just to find out that Demos' i ion is a quite
of self-deception. Nevertheless, [ dare to claim that these pages are not just a collection
of vanities. There are three conclusions that this analysis has helped me to reach.

The First Conclusion. The fact that the word 'deception’ is usually used to
describe an act by which a person deceives some other person does not have to imply that
'self-deception’ designates the same act only carried out on oneself. So I would object,
for example, to Frederick F. Schmitt's assertion, "If there is genuine self-deception,
properly so called, it must consist of deceiving oneself into believing some proposition”
(189). Consistent with his claims, Schmitt continues by ascribing to 'self-deception’ the
conditions of interpersonal deception. My main objection against his claim concemns the
usage of the words 'genuine’ and 'properly.’ As far as [ can see, everything that in

ordinary language bears the name 'self- ption’ is genuine self-d i Even ifthe

name is used to denote something that is not like internal deception, I cannot see the
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reason for claiming that it is not genuine self-deception.

I also doubt that one can say that the absence of an act of deception somehow

makes the name 'self- ption’ it i 'Self-deception' is a word of ordinary

language and, as far as ordinary language is concerned, to question the choice of words

for desi ion of one or another seems to me rather fruitless enterprise.
Are butterflies named properly? Do genuine butterflies, properly so called, have anything
to do with butter? Should one analyse the words butter’ and 'a fly’ to know what
‘butterfly' should properly mean? I think that these questions may be asked when one
tries to invent a new name for something, but [ cannot see any reason to ask them about a
word of ordinary language.’

Just to give the reader a feeling of how confusing for philosophers the word 'self-
deception' has turned out to be, [ want to mention one more difficulty that concerns a

‘proper’ ing of 'self-deception.” Several phil have presented Mary

Haight as assuming that 'self- ion' properly has to be i as

sBy claiming that everything that is called self-deception in ordinary language is
properly so called, I do not want to suggest that one could not alter every-day linguistic
practices. Certainly, one can draw distinctions among objects, for example, different
butterflies, that are not drawn in ordinary language, or one can specify the meaning of a
word when the word does not have a precise reference. At the same time, I hope that the
example of the butterfly shows that one cannot specify the meaning of the word by
analysing the word alone. Whatever the reason for giving the object some name, and
name would do as long as it is clear what one talks about. The problem with ‘self-
deception’ is not the fact that the word does not precisely reflect the meaning of
“deception’ but that the meaning of ‘self-deception’ is unclear.
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interpersonal deception within one person (for example, Martin 18 and Mele "Recent" 2).
‘What Haight says is that "if to deceive oneself is really to deceive, a definition of 'A
deceives B' should fit some cases where B and A are the same, and these should be the
cases that in fact we call 'self-deception™ (8). 'Really to deceive’ may sound like 'self-

deception properly understood," but in fact Haight is just saying that if 'self-deception’ is

dasi d ion within one person (understood literally), then there

must be that to the definition and these must be called

in ordinary language 'self-deception.’ As far as I can see, she is not claiming that 'A
deceives A' is the proper understanding of 'self-deception.' She just wants to clarify
whether 'self-deception’ cou/d mean this. She concludes that it could not, that there
cannot be deception within one person and that the term 'self-deception’ must be under-
stood as a metaphor or a figure of speech (23,52). And she does not claim that the

are 'improper' ions or that any ing of 'self-

deception’ which does not depict self-deception as deception within one person is
improper.®

The Second Conclusion. Now it is clear that the reflections on what are the

sufficient and necessary itions for ascribing to ption’ are i
in themselves but not very helpful for understanding the sufficient and necessary

for ascribing 'self-d ion.' The ing of the word ion' can

¢ Similarly, Martin mi Kipp'
(Martin 18, Kipp 261, 279).

5 ion of 'sel:
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be helpful for understanding the reasons for calling self-deception 'deception,’ like
understanding of the words 'grass’ and 'to hop' can be helpful for understanding why
certain insects are called 'grasshoppers.’ Nevertheless, even if one or several interpreta-
tions of 'deception’ could be used to explain the meaning of the word 'self-deception,’ one
would not be able to tell which ones without knowing in advance what 'self-deception’
means. So, I can enjoy Van Fraassen's, McLaughlin's, Schmitt's, Anette Bames' or

Stanley Paluch's thoughts on what are the necessary conditions for something to be

d ion, or what are the ions between 'self- ion’ and ion,’ but [

cannot use these ideas by themselves to determine the meaning of the term 'self-decep-
tion."

The Third Conclusion. Even if the meaning of 'self-deception’ cannot be derived
from the analysis of 'deception,’ the word 'self-deception’ still can have a meaning that is

This ion can be rephrased in the form of an instruction

for those who try to find their way in the writings on self-deception: ‘Do not trust
anybody who claims that the paradox of self-deception stems from the efforts to derive
the concept of self-deception from the concept of deception.’ Unfortunately, many
philosophers claim or imply this origin of the paradoxes. For example, Mele writes, "In

both cases [in cases of the static and dynamic paradoxes], paradox is generated by the

application of certain common ions about il d ion to the

intrapersonal variety" ("Recent" 1). David Pears, "How can anyone persuade himself
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that p and yet all the time maintain his original belief that not-p, as the word ‘deception’

seems to require?" ("The Goals" 59). Martin, "The air of paradox arises when we try to

d self- ion by modelling it strictly after i d ion (that is,
the deception of one person by another)” (13). If they were right, it would be easy to get
rid of the paradox. One could simply claim that the paradox can be ignored because the

meaning of 'self-deception’ does not depend on the meaning of 'deception,’ and describe

the meanings of 'self- ion' that are not i L one cannot

ignore the paradox, because it does not depend on the meaning of 'deception.'

2.2 Non-Paradoxical Meaning of 'Self-Deception’

Are there any ings of the term ‘self- jon' that are not ical? As
far as I can see, the only way to answer this question is to describe the meanings that the
word has in ordinary language. Such description can be problematic. It is hard to know

when one has described all existent meanings; the only criterion is one's knowledge of

language. No phil has to present an i iption of the
meanings that 'self-deception’ has in ordinary language. I will not attempt to do it either,
but [ will present and examine some explications of the meaning that have been discussed
by philosophers, and in the end of this chapter [ will describe a meaning of 'self-

deception' that the term has in ordinary language and that is not paradoxical.



2.2.1 Unusual Ways of Deceiving Oneself

Several philosophers have provided examples of persons who deceive themselves
but still cannot be considered self-deceivers. For example, it is reasonable to say that a
military camouflage expert has deceived himself when he has disguised the field gun so
well that he cannot recognize from distance where exactly the gun is hidden (Champlin
"Deceit" 57). It is reasonable to say that a cocaine dealer has deceived himself when he,
by submitting himself to a seance of hypnosis, makes himself believe that his supplier is
Ronald Reagen (Silver 216). As the authors of the examples have recognized, neither of
the cases represents self-deception, and they conclude that the deception of oneself is not
always what is called 'self-deception.’

Although [ agree that the examples mentioned above are not examples of self-
deception, | must make a brief comment on why these examples are not examples of self-
deception. Maury Silver, John Sabini and Maria Miceli have noted that their example of
the dealer is not "an example of what people call 'self-deception,” but they also
immediately add that the reason why it is not the right example is because the goal of the
deceiver is not to manipulate his feelings but something else (Silver 216). According to

them, the goal to manipulate feeling is essential for something to be self-deception.
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Similarly, T. S. Champlin claims that the example of the camouflage expert is not an
example of self-deception, because the aspect of dishonesty with oneself and moral

shortcoming is missing ("Deceit" 57). The problem with the claims about what is

missing from these examples is that the itions which the phil claim are

absent are not necessary for using the word 'self-deception.’ And I will show later why

they are not. Meanwhile, [ want to say that ij about the necessary itions for
ascribing to someone 'self-deception’ cannot prevent one from dismissing the examples of
the drug dealer and the camouflage expert. [ think that anybody who knows English
knows that the word 'self-deception’ is not used in ordinary language to describe such

cases. That is simply not the way 'self- ion' is used, and our of that is

enough for making a distinction between 'self- ion' and 'deceiving oneself' as it is

used in the examples of the camouflage expert and the drug dealer.

2.2.2 'Deceiving Oneself and Unwarranted Belief

[ have already described the ical meaning of 'self- ion' that is
ascribed to the word in ordinary language and that has proved to be a problem for
anybody who tries to interpret it. At least sometimes, 'self-deception’ means that one

makes oneself believe what one knows is false. The paradoxical nature of this

has caused phil to look for ive il i Several
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philosophers have discussed the possibility that 'self-deception’ could mean that a person
has not noticed something obvious, at least something that seems obvious to a person
who ascribes self-deception to somebody.

Canfield and Gustavson emphasize the ignorance of the obvious and consider it

the basic istic of the that is called 'self-d ion. They claim that

"when Jones deceives himself about P, he believes P in belief-adverse circumstances, or

he forgets P when, ordinarily, one would remember P" (36).

The notion of belief-ad i is a little bit i Patrick
Gardiner, for instance, thinks that Canfield and Gustavson's definition can be interpreted
as claiming that some person believes p while disinclined to believe p because p seems to
have unpleasant implications (Gardiner 229). For example, John can realize that his
belief that smoking damages lungs implies that he should quit smoking, and while John is
reluctant to quit smoking and challenges any proof that smoking damages lungs, he still
believes that it does. One could say that John believes 'smoking is harmful' in a belief-
adverse circumstance, which in this case is the fact that John tries to defy his belief.

Despite the ibility of Gardiner’s i ion, one cannot accept it, because

Canfield and Gustavson are quite clear about what they mean by 'belief-adverse

! They mean "cii such that the evidence Jones has does not

warrant belief in P" (34). To say that 'belief-adverse circumstances' means evidence that

does not warrant belief in p is not the same as saying that belief-adverse circumstances'
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