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AGENCY AFTER THE FACT:
SELF-DECEPTION AS RETROSPECTIVE EXPLANATION

ELENA GIORGIANA ROSU!

Abstract: The limitations of both intentionalist and motivationalist
accounts suggest that the central difficulty in theorizing self-deception
does not lie in whether intention is present, but in how beliefs are
reorganized and reassessed within the agent’s broader epistemic
framework, and in how these beliefs are employed by explanatory
reasoning. Intentionalist models over-intellectualize self-deception by
positing goal-directed strategizing, while motivationalist accounts deflate
the phenomenon by redescribing it as biased belief formation assessed
against an external standard of rationality. Both approaches are naturally
read as presupposing that agents operate on beliefs, in the first instance,
with a primary aim towards truth, and that deviation from truth therefore
requires special explanation, whether in terms of unconscious intention or
motivational interference.

I propose instead that self-deception be understood against a more general
account of belief reassessment, one that takes the agent’s epistemic
perspective as primary and treats explanatory coherence, rather than
truth-tracking, as the organizing principle of belief organization. On this
view, what requires explanation is not why agents sometimes fail to revise
false beliefs in light of evidence, but how belief systems reorganize
themselves to preserve stability while accommodating that evidence. This
reframing allows us to retain the motivational insights of deflationary

! Elena Giorgiana Rosu is a master student in the ‘Mind the Brain’ programme, Faculty of
Philosophy at the University of Bucharest.



AGENCY AFTER THE FACT: SELE-DECEPTION AS RETROSPECTIVE EXPLANATION 33

accounts while explaining why patterns of belief reassessment are often
interpreted, by agents and observers alike, as intentional or strategic only
in retrospect.

Keywords: agency, motivated reasoning, valued beliefs, self-deception,
retrospective explanation.

Introduction

The phenomenon of self-deception occupies an uncomfortable position in
the philosophy of mind. It is familiar enough to be taken as a datum?, yet
it resists characterization as either a standard epistemic failure® or a
deliberate act of self-misleading.

In this text, I propose that the difficulty might arise from a shared
assumption underlying existing accounts: that agents are primarily
oriented toward truth, and that deviation from truth, therefore, requires
special explanation. Instead, I argue that self-deception is not a
prospective epistemic failure at all, but a retrospective attribution an
agent adopts once a valued belief has been reassessed within a coherence-
preserving framework.

Existing accounts have approached the phenomenon from two
directions. Intentionalist models treat self-deception as goal-directed: the
agent or some partitioned subsystems deploy strategies to arrive at a
desired belief while retaining some awareness of the truth.
Motivationalist models deflate this by attributing biased belief formation
to motivational factors operating below the level of intention. Both camps,
despite their differences, assess the phenomenon from a third-personal
standpoint. Neither explains the characteristic asymmetry of belief
revision in terms available from the agent's own epistemic standpoint.

2 We attribute it to others and recognize it retrospectively in ourselves.
3 When one self-deceives, one is not simply mistaken.
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An adequate account must explain the asymmetry first-personally.
What makes certain beliefs resistant to revision while others remain
negotiable is not their truth-value, but their functional role within the
broader framework through which the agent organizes experience and
generates explanations.

The text proceeds as follows. Section 1 develops a framework for
everyday explanatory reasoning, arguing that individual belief systems,
rather than truth, serve as the primary organizing structure for
explanation. Section 2 discusses intentionalist and motivationalist
accounts, identifying in each a shared reliance on external standards of
rationality. Section 3 details an account of belief value and explanatory
stability: beliefs differ in value as a function of their explanatory power,
and this asymmetry predicts which beliefs are protected and which are
open for reassessment under evidential pressure. Section 4 examines how
motivational factors shape explanatory reasoning from the bottom-up, as
constitutive constraints rather than distortions. Section 5 weaves these
threads together: the intention to self-deceive is self-ascribed after the fact,

as agents make sense of their own motivationally-constrained reasoning.

1. Explanation, Understanding, and the Role of Belief Systems

Hempel and Oppenheim (1948) have famously characterized explanations
as bipartite, consisting of:

(1) an explanandum - the target phenomenon to be explained, and
(2) an explanans - the class of those propositions which are adduced
to account for the phenomenon.

An explanation, under their deductive-nomological (DN) model,
would be a valid deductive argument wherein the explanandum follows
as a conclusion of the premises in the explanans. Therefore, the
explanation should describe a logical relation between premises and
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conclusion, in which the former shows why the latter obtained (Salmon,
1990, 2006, p. 7).
The authors note that an explanation is adequate insofar

i3

1ts
explanans, if taken account of in time, could have served as a basis for
predicting the phenomenon under consideration,” and thus conclude that
the role of a scientific explanation is “not merely to record the phenomena
of our experience, but to learn from them, by basing upon them
theoretical generalizations which enable us to anticipate new occurrences
and to control, at least to some extent, the changes in our environment."
(Hempel & Oppenheim, 1948, p. 138).

To fix terms, in what follows, explanations necessarily operate on
and with beliefs.* It could be said that one’s belief system is the totality of
classes of propositions that can be adduced to account for phenomena. An
explanandum triggers explanatory demand. For the demand to be
satisfied, an explanans, or a class of beliefs, needs to be arranged in a
deductively valid structure from which the explanandum obtains. This is
how one resolves the explanatory demand.

It has already been argued that the function of the explanation is not
to support the truth of its conclusion or premises — their truth is already
presupposed when the explanation is accepted (Hempel & Oppenheim,
1948, as discussed in Salmon, 1990). The truth of a belief, understood as a
property of its corresponding proposition relative to the world, is
assumed in cases where accepted explanations recruit this belief. What's
left for the explanation under this model is to facilitate understanding of
both the target phenomenon and the relations that obtain in the class of
beliefs held as a broader, unified explanans. Explanation and
understanding have long been characterized as two sides of the same
coin, or at least as strongly implying each other (Grimm, 2010; Hills, 2016;
De Haro & Butterfield, 2025).

4 Importantly, I aim to stay neutral about the ultimate metaphysics of what beliefs are
(for discussion, cf. Dumitru, 2004). In this text, I only approach the roles beliefs might play
in self-deception.
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More recent attempts to characterize explanations appeal to causes
as the reasonable explanations for events (Salmon, 1984; Strevens, 2008;
Woodward, 2003).

In parallel, research in psychology (Einhorn & Hogarth, 1986) has
put forward evidence that explanations, in both science and everyday
inference, typically appeal to causes. Furthermore, knowledge of general
causal patterns limits which causes are judged probable (Einhorn &
Hogarth, 1986) and relevant (Lombrozo & Carey, 2006; Lombrozo, 2006)
during explanatory reasoning. For our purposes, it suffices to assume that
at least a subset of explanations follows a causal structure, and that
explaining via causal relations is ubiquitous in everyday explanatory
reasoning (I did x because y; q happened because r).

For example, in explaining why the lawn is wet, one picks out a
cause (i.e., rain), presupposes a general causal pattern under which the
explanandum falls (i.e., rain causes surfaces on which it falls to become
wet), and determines which parts of the phenomenon’s causal history are
relevant for explanatory purposes (but...one was on the lawn a minute
ago and it was dry!)

Scientific explanations prioritize truth as a norm. However, in
everyday explanatory reasoning, that normative framework no longer
exclusively guides explanatory efforts. I contend that everyday
explanations are functions of the broader belief systems individuals
possess. An agent’s belief system plays as much of a role in structuring
and organizing the explanation as the agent itself. The totality of beliefs
and their relations accepted to date determines the entire explanatory
arena within which one makes sense of oneself and the external world.

To illustrate this dynamic, I propose that the phenomenon of self-
deception constitutes the ideal stress test. In both the classic issues
proposed by early literature on self-deception and the current gaps left by
the now-orthodox motivationalist account, certain features of explanatory
reasoning help bring forward an agent-centered account that exposes the
tension between truth, motivation, and internal stability.
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2. Self-Deception and the Limits of Truth-Centered Accounts
2.1. Intentionalist Models and the Strategic Puzzle

Self-deception was traditionally modeled on interpersonal deception, where
A intentionally gets B to believe a proposition p, while they themselves
believe that ~p, with the intention that B acquires or maintains the false
belief p. Self-deception, modeled as such, raises the classic problem —
already explicit in Davidson (1985, 2004) — that intentional self-deception
seems paradoxical.

Two different paradoxes have been raised against the traditional
model. The agent must be in a seemingly impossible state of mind
wherein they genuinely hold, in full awareness, contradictory beliefs — a
puzzle referred to as static or doxastic (see Mele, 2001, pp. 7-8). Moreover,
it is necessary for the agent to intentionally deceive themselves without
rendering their efforts futile — known as the dynamic or strategic puzzle
(pp- 7-8).

Early literature was divided roughly into two main camps based on
how they addressed the dynamic puzzle. The intentionalist camp
maintained that self-deception is intentional and posited certain
partitions that could assume the deceiver and deceived roles. Some
intentionalists have argued, for instance, that self-deception is a
temporally extended process, during which an agent having the true
belief p consciously sets out to deceive themselves that ~p, then
eventually forgets having had both the initial true belief and the intention
to self-deceive (Sorensen, 1985; Bermudez, 2000). The most prominent
intentionalist accounts, however, proposed a mental partitioning of the
self, where a subsystem or quasi-agent with varied degrees of rational
agency and responsibility assumes the deceiver role.

Thus, intentionalist accounts strive to preserve a sense of agency,
strategy, or control the agent has over self-deception episodes, but they
overcommit on partitioning, unconscious homunculi, and certain goal
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posits. To illustrate, a recent attempt to revive the intentionalist position
belongs to Funkhouser and Barrett (2016), who propose that the
unconscious plays the role of the deceiver. This conscious-unconscious
split has been previously discussed by von Hippel and Trivers (2011),
who maintain that the split better equips self-deceivers to deceive others.

Funkhouser and Barrett propose there are cases of “robust” self-
deception where the unconscious can deploy certain strategies to
accomplish a conscious — but not necessarily explicit — goal. Therefore, it
is required that the agent has a goal to mislead themselves regarding
some state of affairs. The agent must then jointly engage in:

“(1) the strategic pursuit of that goal [the goal to mislead
themselves],

(2) in a way that is flexible to the nuances of possibly changing
situations, and

(3) which involves some retention of the truth (or at least a non-
trivial doubt).” (Funkhouser & Barrett, 2016, p. 683).

Regarding (1), the authors maintain: “Strategy requires a goal and
rationality —strategizing is the rational pursuit of a goal. But we need not
think of such rationality as conscious, deliberate, or ideal” (Funkhouser &
Barrett, 2016, p. 683). Regarding (2), the unconscious is said to direct
context-sensitive differentiated responses to shifting circumstances or
evidence to avoid the truth better or perpetuate the falsehood. This
condition already implies the last one — some awareness of the truth is
preserved so that it can anchor deceiving behavior.

By invoking the agent’s goal to mislead themselves regarding some
state of affairs as the enabling condition for the unconscious to engage in
robust self-deception, the authors are claiming some space between their
account and the revisionist camp that originally deflated intention to
motivated bias, and that consequently became the dominant model of self-
deception.
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If we renounce this goal condition and solely posit that there are
such things as strategies, understood as cognitive patterns resulting from
an individual’s causal history that directly constrain explanatory
reasoning, we can leverage their notion of unconscious to argue that,
sometimes, sub-personal processes are organized according to certain
patterns we might intuitively understand as deliberate. It is not that these
patterns, in themselves, self-organize to pursue a goal, but rather that they
have an inherent organization which we can explain by appealing to
reasons. In ascribing them a goal, we grasp their underlying structure.

Importantly, the distinction between unconscious strategy and
strategy-as-a-pattern that appears goal-directed lies in when the intention
is ascribed. An unconscious strategy may be said to lead to a determined
goal regardless of whether the goal is ever made explicit. In contrast,
when an explicit goal explains a pattern as strategic, the goal is
retrospectively attributed.

2.2. Motivational Bias and the Deflation of Intention

A separate camp has argued that we should remain skeptical of
partitioning models and, instead, approach the phenomenon without
appealing to “psychological exotica” (Mele, 2001). Non-intentionalist and
deflationary approaches argued that most garden-variety cases of
self-deception could simply be interpreted as “being mistaken” or
“believing falsely.” Yet simply acquiring a false belief, only to later
reassess it when faced with contrary evidence, is a case of being mistaken,
but it would not be classified as an episode of self-deception. In trying to
account for this difference without appealing to intention, Mele (2001) has
construed the self-deception phenomenon as a general category of
motivationally biased judgment, effectively collapsing the revision of
belief camp into a motivationalist account (von Hippel & Trivers, 2011;
Lynch, 2012, 2013; Nelkin, 2002; Scott-Kakures, 2002; Levy, 2004).
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In contrast to the intentionalist accounts, motivationalist
approaches appear more intuitively attractive. On this view, biased belief
formation or maintenance is motivated (by desire, fear, anxiety, or self-
esteem protection), biases operate subpersonally, and there is no intention
to deceive oneself. Agents do not aim to believe falsely; rather, self-
deception minimally involves a person who “(a) as a consequence of some
motivation or emotion, seems to acquire and maintain some false belief
despite evidence to the contrary and (b) who may display behavior
suggesting some awareness of the truth” (Mele, 2001; Deweese-Boyd,
2023). This definition seems to capture most garden-variety instances of
self-deception without appeal to notions that might stir controversy. The
motivationalist account is at least more parsimonious, which already
provides a reason to more readily accept it.

It has been argued, however, that committing to this view prevents
us from correctly picking out episodes of self-deception from other
forms of motivated believing, such as wishful thinking (Bach, 1981) or
self-delusions (Funkhouser & Barrett, 2016), as well as from explaining
why motivation seems only selectively to produce bias (Bermudez, 1997,
2000), or from capturing the characteristic ‘tension” or internal conflict
that accompany self-deception episodes (Nelkin, 2002).

2.3. The Epistemic Perspective Problem

In the context of my broader argument, I highlight a separate objection to
a motivational account of self-deception. I contend that the account fails
to capture cases in which the occurrence of self-deception depends on the
agent’s own epistemic perspective rather than on external assessment.
By grounding self-deception in apparent resistance to “contrary evidence”
and displayed behavior, the definition relies on an observer-relative
standard of rationality, thereby treating self-deception as a second-person
attribution rather than a genuinely first-person mental state. While
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observers can ascribe self-deception, agents may never experience or
recognize themselves as self-deceived. The classic objections raised
against this account (e.g., tension) presuppose assessments made from the
tirst-person perspective, yet the minimal definition allows instances that
presuppose a second-person framework, leaving room for confusion.

When evidence threatens an agent’s valued beliefs, reassessment is
characteristically asymmetrical: some beliefs absorb the evidential pressure
while others remain intact, even when the evidence equally bears on
both’. Neither account explains this selectivity in terms available from the
agent’s own standpoint: the intentionalist attributes it to unconscious
strategy, the motivationalist to motivational distortion, both of which are
observer-relative descriptions.

An adequate account, therefore, must account for this asymmetry
from the agent’s own epistemic perspective, without presupposing that
the agent’s primary orientation is towards truth. It is not a belief’s truth
value that makes it negotiable or resistant to reassessment, but its
functional role within the broader framework through which the agent
organizes experience and generates explanations®.

3. Belief Value, Meaning-Making, and Explanatory Stability

3.1. Meaning as Coherence in Explanatory Frameworks

To support the shift toward belief reassessment as stability-preserving?,
rather than truth-tracking, we must establish according to what references

5 E.g., an agent who receives negative feedback on a project might readily reassess beliefs
about the difficulty of the task, the competence of the evaluator, or the adequacy of the
time available, while leaving intact a belief about their own ability, even when the
evidence bears equally on all of them.

¢ See Thagard, (1989).

7 It is not my goal to argue for stability as the goal of belief reassessment — more of an
instrument among several. Stability can be subordinated to a deeper value it serves (e.g.,
good science). The same framework that predicts conservatism under normal evidential
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this stability holds, therefore what value serves as a ranking factor in
determining which beliefs are systematically protected, while others
remain readily negotiable. It is often argued that one of the important
instrumental functions of beliefs is to serve as meaning-making devices,
thus allowing and supporting the construction of explanations for
phenomena. Gopnik & Wellman (1994) and later theory-theory accounts
of mindreading have framed beliefs as components of "naive" explanatory
frameworks. Heider (1958) argued that people are fundamentally driven
to explain actions and outcomes in ways that preserve coherence and
predictability, therefore beliefs that successfully explain many events
should be motivationally privileged. Beliefs, thus construed, should not
be evaluated solely based on their truth value, but also relying on the
extent to which they organize experience, sustain coherence, and render
action intelligible.

The Meaning Maintenance Model (Heine et al., 2006) posits
meaning as "what connects things to other things in expected ways."
Meaning, relation, or association can be used interchangeably to refer to
the output of an "innate capacity” people have, which they employ to
"identify and construct mental representations of expected relationships
between people, places, objects, and ideas." This capacity operates in three
different domains: people seek coherent relations within the external
world, within themselves, and within themselves and the external world.
When an individual's sense of meaning is threatened in a domain (i.e.,
when they detect "structural breakdowns and inconsistencies," or are
"otherwise confronted with meaninglessness"), they might engage in
what the authors term "fluid compensation" to reaffirm meaning in
frameworks alternative to that in which the threat occurred (pp. 89-91).

I propose explanations to be a special class of meaning relations.
While not exhaustive of everything that can obtain as meaning, for an
individual, accepting an explanation for x suffices for understanding x
well enough (by that individual’s standards). Some phenomena might

pressure also predicts and licenses radical revision when intermediate adjustment
becomes too costly. I am grateful to Andrei Marasoiu for pointing out how this could be
perceived as an overcorrection in my framing.
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trigger a more intense explanatory demand — some things require more
urgent explanatory intervention. The individual, in turn, could be set to
understand certain phenomena more in depth than others.

Some phenomena might only need superficial explanations for a
while, until some relevant features, or related beliefs, are reorganized and
consequently trigger a demand for deeper understanding. At all times, an
agent maintains a kind of equilibrium?® between what explanations it has
accepted so far, which constitute candidates for reassessment, and what
evidence it is yet to integrate. This equilibrium can be conceived as an
internal coherence (Thagard, 2000). Laurence BonJour, a leading defender
of coherentism, notes that a belief is justified not by being related to
something outside the system of beliefs, but by its coherence with the rest
of that system (1985).

The truth of each belief, understood as a property it has in relation
to the world, is less important for preserving this equilibrium than its
relations with related beliefs. Drawing from these observations, I argue
that meaning-making is a function aimed at maintaining coherence,
explanations are a special class of meaning-relations, while beliefs are
constitutive elements of explanations. Therefore, the relations that hold
between beliefs so that they can serve explanatory purposes, and thus
contribute to meaning-making, provide these beliefs with a value other
than truth, which determines their status in one’s broader explanatory
framework.

3.2. Valued Beliefs as Explanatory Anchors
This property of beliefs has been proposed by Preston and Epley (2005),

who examined "valued beliefs" as high-level commitments that serve a
primarily explanatory role within the broader belief system by anchoring

8 This equilibrium can be conceived as an internal coherence (Thagard, 2000). Laurence
BonJour, a leading defender of coherentism, notes that a belief is justified not by being
related to something outside the system of beliefs, but by its coherence with the rest of
that system (1985). I will broadly rely on these authors for the notion of coherence used in
this text.
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multiple explanations and organizing diverse observations®’. The
perceived value of a belief depends on its explanatory power. When a
belief is applied to explaining many observations, its value increases,
while explaining the belief itself (i.e., reducing it to underlying causes)
decreases its value.

This stance has been confirmed in three experiments. Participants
were introduced to a novel scientific finding, asked to evaluate other
people's beliefs, or their own religious beliefs. In all scenarios, participants
were assigned to either list observations the belief could explain
(application condition) or list reasons why the belief might be true
(explanation conditions).

Across experiments, the authors found a strong effect of the
experimental condition on the belief's perceived value, but no effect on
the belief's perceived truth. The effect was strongest when participants
listed many applications, which shows that value increases with
explanatory breadth. The same strong effect was found when participants
operated with other people's beliefs, indicating that the mechanism is not
limited to self-relevant beliefs. Moreover, beliefs were especially resilient
and valuable when they were easy to apply but hard to explain. Religious
beliefs, for example, resist reductive explanations, but are highly
applicable as explanations, and so they are often fiercely defended.

A paradigmatic case of a highly resilient belief is detailed by
Wegner (2002), who discusses free will as illusory. He argues that people
have an “ideal of conscious agency” (p. 173) that guides their inferences
and allows them to self-ascribe intentions over their actions, even when
those actions could not have been intended. Many unintended behaviors
we perform, he notes, require “some artful interpretation to fit them into
our view of ourselves as conscious agents” (idem). This effectively
describes a highly valued, especially resilient belief, which anchors
explanations for one’s and others’ actions. The “artful interpretation”
could be conceived as a pseudo-epistemic!® reorganization of related

I am grateful to Sandra Branzaru for pointing out this line of research.

10 That reorganization is pseudo-epistemic because the agent appears to themselves as
sincerely pursuing the truth of the explanation.
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beliefs through which one integrates disconfirming evidence without
adjusting the valued beliefs.

For example, suppose Dan is committed to the truth of the
proposition: “I consciously will my actions.” When Dan encounters
neuroscientific evidence showing that neural activity predictive of action
(e.g., readiness potentials) reliably occurs before he reports a conscious
decision to act (classically associated with experiments following
Benjamin Libet), he does not readily discount his belief. He will, instead,
reinterpret some constitutive beliefs, such as one stating that conscious
action must be the earliest causal event in action initiation. He could now
hold that action might be initiated unconsciously, but that he consciously
endorses, controls, inhibits, or vetoes those actions. Therefore, the core
belief is protected — he can still believe he consciously wills his actions,
just not in a temporally primitive way.

3.3. Intermediate Beliefs and Predictive Stability

The process through which the broader belief system can be reorganized
to accommodate evidence while preserving the perceived truth of a
valued belief is exemplified in experiments by Wentura and Greve (2003;
2005). The authors argue that people protect (or immunize) their
self-concept by preferentially reassessing some intermediate beliefs.
When forced to acknowledge evidence that threatens personal, desirable
traits, people integrate the evidence by reassessing more negotiable
supporting assumptions. For example, consider the following set of
beliefs:

(1) "T am erudite."

(2) "Good knowledge of history is necessary for being an erudite
person.”

(3) "T have good knowledge of history"
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These refer to an individual's belief that they possess a general trait
they find desirable (1), the belief that a particular skill is highly diagnostic
for the trait (2), and the belief that the individual possesses the skill (3).

Students who held these beliefs took a difficult history test
alongside an accomplice who knew the answers in advance. The
accomplice predictably received an excellent score while the students
failed. The evidence directly threatened (3), and indirectly threatened (1)
via (2). But rather than adjust (1), which was rated as a desirable trait,
participants preserved it by adjusting the diagnostic value of the skill,
thus giving lower ratings to (2). This "peripheral adjustment" (Greve,
2010, p. 722) maintains the stability of the self-concept when faced with
developmental changes and losses without completely disregarding
reality.

Although Wentura and Greve focus on self-relevant beliefs, similar
buffering mechanisms appear to operate more broadly across belief
systems. Marchi and Newen (2022) have framed this phenomenon in
predictive processing terms and purportedly expanded it for beliefs
unrelated to one's self-concept. They argue that many of our beliefs are
not immediately defeasible by perceptual evidence, but are instead
connected to observable evidence via a set of intermediate beliefs. These
intermediate beliefs might specify diagnostic criteria, causal pathways, or
situational assumptions that connect abstract, high-level commitments to
concrete evidence. They are flexible and allow adjustments to preserve
internal consistency without discounting evidence. In this sense, it could
be said that intermediate beliefs absorb prediction error so that valued
beliefs remain stable (Marchi & Newen, 2022; Friston, 2010), unless the
pressure becomes overwhelming or systematic.

If we describe this pattern more formally from a predictive
processing perspective, valued beliefs resemble high-level priors with
broad explanatory scope. These priors are slow to update and resistant to
local prediction error, as they are justified by long-term coherence rather
than immediate evidence (Friston, 2010; Clark, 2013). Under this framing,
we can apply the above findings, which relate primarily to self-relevant
beliefs, to one’s broader belief system.
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Taken together, these findings converge on a shared architecture for
belief systems. Sense-making implies a coherence-based process
(Thagard, 2000) of belief reassessment, where explanations are functional
outcomes. Such reassessment, however, is only possible against a
relatively stable frame of reference. If all beliefs were equally vulnerable
to reassessment at all times, no belief could function as an explanatory
standard. Beliefs become increasingly valued as their breadth of
application grows and as they resist reductive explanation, allowing them
to function as explanatory anchors rather than as candidates for ongoing
revision. The sustained commitment to such valued beliefs provides a
fixed frame against which evidence can be interpreted and redistributed.

Intermediate beliefs, in contrast, are expendable commitments that
interface between valued beliefs and the empirical world. Their flexibility
allows the belief system to remain dynamically stable. When evidence
threatens valued beliefs, its implications are selectively redistributed and
absorbed by intermediate beliefs. Thus, the disconfirming evidence is
accommodated, rather than wholesale ignored, denied, or repressed, but
valued beliefs remain intact, and coherence is preserved.

3.4. Commitment Costs and Asymmetric Belief Revision

One important axis of belief value is normative and practical, rather than
just explanatory. It is not solely the belief's explanatory value that
constrains resistance to reassessment or reduction, but also a set of
practical, inferential, and evaluative commitments that follow from
representing a belief as true. Going back to the experiment proposed by
Wentura and Greve (2003, 2005), accepting that "good knowledge of
history is necessary for being considered an erudite person" means, inter
alia, committing to denying erudition to those who lack historical
knowledge. Reassessing this belief leads to changes in how one judges
oneself and others (i.e., who counts as erudite, what counts as intellectual
failure), as well as changes in how one is disposed to act, respond or
reason going forward.
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In contrast, accepting "I am not erudite" implies more costly
commitments, depending on the trait's centrality to one's self-concept and
broader circumstances. For example, one might be forced to find different
explanatory premises for their past academic success, and recalibrate
downward predictions about their future academic performance. They
must accept a lower intellectual status among others they've previously
considered peers, accept feelings of inadequacy, disappointment or
diminished self-esteem as appropriate, and perhaps owe intellectual
deference to people they previously considered inferior.

These commitments are rarely made explicit, but might be revealed
when valued beliefs are put under evidential pressure. To accept a new
belief implies accepting its commitment profile. The more a belief is
valued, the more we can expect dismissing it to imply a more costly
commitment profile, as it requires reworking a wide range of dependent
explanations and evaluations.

The scope and cost of these commitments help further explain why
agents preferentially reassess intermediate beliefs when available. The
asymmetry is as much epistemic (some beliefs are harder to revise
because of their explanatory power) as it is motivational (some beliefs are
harder to revise because they incur higher commitment costs). Since these
commitments can become explicit under pressure, it could be argued that
they provide some access to what the agent might construe as reasons for
why some of their beliefs are privileged.

Consider the following example!’. When a mother whose son is
missing asserts “My son is not dead,” she does so in response to
subversive or overt external pressure to accept the contrary. The police
officer might have told her that the likelihood of him being found alive
decreases each day. She might have heard of an unfortunate example in
her extended social network. She was likely exposed to several such
stories in the media. However, after several years, she refuses to accept
that her son is dead and braves any kind of persuasion attempt by saying,
“I'll only believe it if I see it with my own eyes!”

1T am grateful to Daniel Hutto for providing this example, among many others that
helped shape this account into its final form.
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It is, prima facie, difficult to deny that some awareness of the high
likelihood of her son's death is available to her. That possibility must have
been entertained as an explanation for why he still has not returned home
after all these years, for instance. But she entertains that hypothesis only
until she declares, and thus reinforces, the only condition under which
the hypothesis will be accepted: only when she sees it with her own eyes.
It is not the case that she completely resists evidence according to which
her son might be dead, but she explains the hypothesis away by
reassessing intermediate beliefs. For instance, she might convince herself
that it would actually be easy for her son to survive all these years because
he was exceptionally resourceful for a child his age.

By establishing a certain condition that needs to be satisfied before
she can accept the belief, she immunizes the belief according to which her
son is alive. The commitments that follow from accepting the contrary
belief are deferred. Importantly, from her own perspective, the episode
could only be considered self-deceptive when she eventually sees her
dead son with her own eyes and finally accepts the belief. If her son
miraculously turns out to be alive, then it could reasonably be said that
she had just been hoping all along'. There are certain interpretations of
this scenario as wishful thinking or even self-delusion. I propose the
following distinction:

It is only self-deception insofar as self-deception is a reasonable
explanation for the phenomenon. If the son turns out to be alive, then the
mother’s “hoping” requires no explanation. Nor does wishful thinking. If
the son turns out to be dead, self-deception is an explanation given for
why the mother failed to reassess the false belief in light of the evidence.
Given that the belief she was defending against was ultimately accepted,
the evidence that was so far deferred to intermediate beliefs now counts
against the previously held belief. This signals an error that must be
explained itself. Self-deception is the preferred explanation for such cases

12 Suppose later on she learns of his death and subsequently reconceives death as afterlife
so as not to accept that her child simply is no more. As beliefs about the afterlife are
commonly held as unfalsifiable, this isolated scenario would not, of itself, constitute an
instance of self-deception in the sense I discuss. Thanks to Andrei Marasoiu for the
question.
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because it follows a broader explanatory strategy we employ — we often
retroactively ascribe intention to our own and other people’s behavior, by
excellence.

The explanation is so easily accepted because motivation
determines the selection space in which hypotheses are activated,
entertained and evaluated. If our explanatory reasoning could be said to
follow certain strategies, then the goal of those strategies can be attributed
ad hoc. It is the structural patterns these strategies form that one interprets
as directional, as meant to, or intending, to satisfy a goal, accomplish a
desire, or protect a valued belief. But such structural patterns'® derive
from the same organization of beliefs that allows agents to identify and
reflect on their desires, fears, anxieties and broader overall motivational
factors.

4. Motivated Explanation and the Structure of Explanatory Reasoning
4.1. Two Phases of Explanatory Reasoning

I've described how belief systems are organized according to some
coherence-preserving and practical principles. The following section
looks at how beliefs operate in real-time reasoning within the broader
process of explanation generation and evaluation. Consider the following
account of motivated explanation, provided by Patterson et al. (2015),
who (non-exhaustively) list the cognitive processes involved in the two
distinct, but potentially overlapping phases of explanatory reasoning.
The first phase concerns explanation-generation and involves (1)
the activation of candidate hypotheses on what the authors describe as
"intuitive judgement on criteria for what qualifies as explanatory" (p. 2).
Episodic and semantic memory search (2) then prompts the retrieval of

13] take such structural patterns to be recurrent configurations in how beliefs are activated,
connected and weighted relative to one another (e.g., the consistent preferential weighting
of hypotheses that preserve a central self-concept).
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events, patterns and prior explanations relevant to the target of
explanation. In cognitive updating (3), one manipulates the information
held in working memory, including searching for new pro or con
considerations, reassigning weights, evaluating credibility thresholds,
judging coherence with background knowledge, and even reinterpreting
old memories.

The second phase concerns the evaluation of candidate hypotheses
and recruits all or a subset of the following processes: weighing evidence,
judging coherence with background knowledge, judging simplicity,
credibility, breadth, and depth. The authors discuss how all processes
involved in generation and evaluation are points of vulnerability, where
biases, heuristics, and motivational influences can intervene, leading the
agent to some preferred explanation, in disfavor of explanations that
would more closely match epistemic standards — such as truth, or accuracy.

4.2. Pre-emptive Constraint and Hypothesis Selection

Suppose I have noticed a friend has not replied to my messages for a few
days. The event violates an expectation derived from prior regularities
(i.e., they usually reply within a few hours) and triggers explanatory
demand. I selectively activate plausible hypotheses, with existing beliefs
constraining which hypotheses are even considered, and how they’re
further evaluated.

For example, I might entertain whether they are busy or upset with
me, but the possibility that they have not seen my message does not occur
to me, given an inductively established pattern in which my friend checks
their phone frequently. This inference is implicit: the hypothesis simply
does not register as a salient candidate explanation. However, if
challenged - for instance, if my mother suggested that my friend might
not see the message — I could make explicit the inferences that render the
hypothesis implausible. The inference, therefore, while not consciously
deployed, is retrievable when called upon to justify an explanation.
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These implicit inferences are ubiquitous in everyday explanatory
reasoning. What becomes explicit during this process has already been
tiltered through a motivationally biased lens (in this instance, perhaps
hindsight or a confirmation bias might be operative). The example comes
to show that the entire process is preemptively constrained by one’s
existing beliefs — what one already knows.

4.3. Motivation Without Distortion

The claim by Patterson et al. (2015), according to which motivation
distorts reasoning, mirrors an assumption typically employed by
motivationalist accounts of self-deception. It is assumed that, under no
influence from motivational factors, there would be no instance in which
the agent avoids, conceals, detours, or otherwise experiences a
metacognitive state in which the truth could be associated with the
tension or conflict characterizing self-deception. In contrast, when
motivational factors exist, judgments become biased and might lead to or
maintain false beliefs. The agent, therefore, is said to accept a false belief
to satisfy some motivation. Evidence to the contrary constitutes a threat,
the (at least partial) awareness of which would cause tension.

This stance, again, presupposes an external perspective. From the
agent's own perspective, there need be no distinction between reasoning
and its motivated counterpart. The explanatory strategies one employs
are directly influenced by one’s existing beliefs. What constrains
explanation-generation and evaluation are personal and subpersonal
patterns — an agent's causal history and the habitual cognitive patterns
that obtain from that history. Motivational factors are already embedded
in what the agent knows. The established causal patterns, broader
narratives, past explanatory failures and successes — these all constrain
explanatory reasoning to some degree. It has previously been assumed
these constraints work on a process that aims at truth, therefore the
intervention of motivational factors would somehow deceive the agent
and prevent them from reaching the truth. I argue these motivational
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factors shape the entire process, which is aimed at internal coherence,
where the perceived truth of the resulting explanations is only prioritized
on a case-by-case basis.

What an external observer might understand as subpersonal
processes influenced by personal motivating factors resulting in a
distortion of the truth, the agent understands as their personal search for
meaning. When individuals commit to explanations, they assume their
truth by organizing relations in their broader belief system so as to
accommodate that truth. Therefore, the agent never commits to an
avowedly false belief; they reorganize frameworks of related beliefs so
that the truth of the target belief makes sense. The explanatory strategies
one employs are as much intuitively (or unconsciously, subpersonally)
fixed by the agent’s causal history as they outwardly (consciously,
personally) present themselves as a sincere pursuit of truth. But the
explanations one accepts as true mark (1) a sufficient degree of
understanding, judged from the agent’s standpoint, and (2) coherence
with the broader explanatory framework. The explanatory power of
certain beliefs determines their value, which is why truth, understood as
a property of propositions relative to the world, typically coincides with
the “truth” an agent takes as a marker of acceptance for certain beliefs.

5. Self-Deceptive as Retrospective Attribution

Taken together, the foregoing account of motivated explanation clarifies
how belief reassessment operates from the agent’s own epistemic
standpoint. What appear, from an external perspective, as biases
intervening in otherwise truth-directed reasoning are, for the agent,
integral constraints that shape which hypotheses are generated, which
explanations are taken seriously, and which revisions are practically
viable. Motivational factors do not enter explanatory reasoning as
distortions imposed upon a neutral process; rather, they are already
embedded in the organization of the belief system that governs
explanatory coherence.
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This reframing dissolves the need to treat self-deception as a
prospective failure of rational belief management. If explanatory
reasoning is structured around maintaining coherence within a valued
framework, then the selective reassessment of beliefs under evidential
pressure is not experienced as deception, but as sense-making. The
appearance of intentional misdirection arises only when such patterns are
retrospectively interpreted, by the agent or by observers, against a norm
that treats truth as the sole regulative standard. With this in place, we can
now reassess what self-deception amounts to under a coherence-centered
account of belief reassessment.

Drawing on all previous observations, I argue that there are no
episodes in which an agent is prospectively self-deceiving.
Motivationalist accounts posit that purported motivations (desires, fear,
anxiety, self-esteem protection) cause the agent to preferentially accept a
false belief, even or especially when disconfirming evidence is available.
It might be said that motivation effectively hijacks reasoning.

On my view, beliefs are reassessed preferentially as a fundamental
function of explanatory reasoning. Some beliefs serve as high-level
explanatory anchors, while others operate as flexible intermediaries.
Under evidential pressure, flexible beliefs are reassessed so that evidence
is accommodated without affecting the high-level explanatory anchors.
A belief’s value within the broader explanatory framework determines
whether it is readily reassessed or protected via pseudo-epistemic
reorganization of intermediate beliefs. In this view, belief reassessment is
not truth-seeking, but stability-maintaining. Truth isn’t the end goal —
internal coherence is. These two goals often overlap, as in many cases,
what is true is valuable in an explanatory sense. But treating them as
interchangeable creates an unnecessary obstacle for accounts of self-
deception.

It has been argued that the various cognitive processes involved in
explanation-generation and evaluation are vulnerable to biases (Patterson
etal., 2015). I propose that motivational factors effectively shape the entire
explanatory space, from hypothesis generation, via confirmation and
availability bias, to self-serving, selective memory retrieval, to biased
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evidence weighting, asymmetric skepticism, belief perseverance, and so
on. Rather than motivational judgements leading people to accept false
beliefs as true, they limit which beliefs can be considered at all, in order
to maintain the stability of the broader system.

Importantly, the system is open to reorganization. Previously
implicit inferences can become explicit when they are needed to justify
some explanations that the agent aims at, constrained by different
motivational factors. Sometimes, accepting a hypothesis as an adequate
explanation for a phenomenon requires reassessing a previously held
valued belief. Sometimes, the valued belief is no longer valued because
the agent was able to reduce it to its underlying causes. This triggers a
broader reorganization in which evidence that was previously
redistributed to some intermediate beliefs can be reinterpreted and held
against a previously valued belief, as the threat it poses to the system’s
coherence is no longer relevant. These instances can themselves be
explained first-personally by appeal to the interpersonal dynamic of
deception. In ascribing agency to the patterns identified in one’s
subpersonal processes, agents are enabled to protect their ideal of
conscious agency. Retrospective attribution of self-deception then serves
as some form of scaffolding to identify patterns and make sense of one’s
reasoning. The structure, which appears deliberate, emerged incidentally.

6. Conclusion

In the proposed belief reassessment account, self-deception is not a
distinctive mental act that precedes belief revision nor a motivational
intrusion that derails an otherwise truth-directed process. It is, instead, a
retrospective explanatory stance adopted once a belief has been reassessed
within a coherence-preserving framework. What motivationalist accounts
treat as the cause of epistemic error emerges here as a consequence of how
agents make sense of their own reasoning when valued beliefs are
eventually relinquished or exposed. By shifting the burden from
truth-violation to stability-maintenance, my view dissolves the need to
assume an external-observer perspective to account for tension, as well as
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the need to posit prospective self-deception by appealing to intentions and
partitions, yet preserves the felt tension between what one comes to believe
and how one understands oneself as a rational, self-governing agent.
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