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Abstract: Many philosophers claim that we have duty to know 
our motives. However, prominent theories of the mind sug-
gest that we can’t. Such scepticism about knowledge of one’s 
motives is based on psychological evidence. I show that this 
evidence only mandates scepticism about knowledge of 
one’s motives if we rely on a mistaken assumption which I 
call ‘the myth of the one true motive’. If we reject this myth, 
we see that there is space to plausibly interpret the empirical 
data such that knowledge of one’s motives is difficult, but 
not impossible. 

  

The so-called motive: another error. 

— Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, §6.3. 
 
We want to know who we are. Humans have a strong drive for 
self-knowledge (Strohminger et al. 2017). Moreover, numerous 
philosophers claim that we should know ourselves. For instance, 
Socrates held the Delphic imperative ‘Know Thyself!’ in highest 
esteems (Moore 2015: 7) and Kant thought that you ought to 
know “whether the source of your actions is pure or impure” 
(MS 6:441). Furthermore, Kant, and many philosophers after 
him, saw the duty for self-knowledge primarily as a duty to 
know one’s motives (G 4:407; Ware 2009). 

Yet, recent empirical evidence led many philosophers and 
psychologists to doubt whether we can know our the true 
causes behind our actions. For instance, a popular approach 
conceives of the mind as consisting of two systems: a conscious 
part—responsible for reasoning—and an unconscious part—
leading us to act and think in spontaneous but advantageous 
ways (e.g., Wilson 2002; Doris 2015). Often, it is implied by 
such a view that what’s really driving our actions lies outside 
‘the mind’s eye’ and can only be revealed by psychological ex-
periments, neuronal modelling or evolutionary theorizing. 
What we ordinarily say and think about our motives is at best 
a lucky guess and at worst a misleading fiction (Mercier and 
Sperber 2011, 2017; Scaife 2014; Chater 2018). 

Evidently, if true, such a view renders any duty to know 
one’s motives problematic. After all, it is widely believed—in-
cluding by Kant himself (MS 6:380)—that to have a duty to φ 
we must be able to φ. Does the duty for self-knowledge collapse, 
then, because it’s impossible for us to know our motives? 
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I argue against this suggestion. First, I will briefly carve out 
what a motive is (§1) and what it means to know one (§2). Then, 
I’ll present paradigmatic pieces of psychological evidence (§3) 
and show how they have been taken to suggest scepticism about 
knowledge of one’s motives (§4). Next (§5), I argue that the psy-
chological evidence only mandates such scepticism if we rely on 
a mistaken assumption which I dub ‘the myth of the one true 
motive’. According to this myth, there is only one true cause of 
every action, such that if you fail to pick out that unique cause, 
you don’t know your motive. Rejecting this myth allows for a 
reasonable interpretation of the empirical data, on which know-
ing your motives is hard, but not impossible (§6). As a result, 
the duty for self-knowledge—understood as an obligation to 
know one’s motives—remains on a secure basis. 

 
1. WHAT IS A MOTIVE? 

Let’s start with this passage by G.E.M. Anscombe: 

Consider the statement that one motive for my signing a 
petition was admiration for its promoter, X. Asked ‘Why 
did you sign it?’ I might well say ‘Well, for one thing, X, 
who is promoting it, did …’ and describe what he did in an 
admiring way. I might add ‘Of course, I know that is not a 
ground for signing it, but I am sure it was one of the things 
that most influenced me’ (1957: §13, p. 20). 

If the signer is correct in believing admiration to be one of the 
things that influenced them most, it seems natural to say they 
have knowledge of their motives. How do we get such 
knowledge? And what kind of thing is a motive, anyway? 

There are multiple ways to think about motives in philoso-
phy (Anscombe 1957: §13, pp. 20f.; Velleman 1989: 199), psy-
chology (Schultheiss and Brunstein 2010: 308: Thrash et al. 
2010; Simler and Hanson 2018: 6ff.), and law (Heering 2015: 
45f.; Simester and Sullivan 2019: 138). Some of these senses are 
very narrow—certain philosophers see motives as necessarily 
third-personal terms—while others are rather wide—some 
psychologists understand motives simply as tendencies to act 
in response to incentives. The legal understanding is a happy 
compromise. In law, whether an action was done with intent 
has important ramifications. It makes all the difference between 
murder and manslaughter. The motive behind an intentional ac-
tion, however, is often seen as irrelevant to the law. An illegal 
action done with a good motive is illegal nonetheless (Heering 
2015: 45f.; Simester and Sullivan 2019: 138). Behind this lies the 
view that motives are deeper reasons for actions, i.e., things that 
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determine intentions to act. In what follows, I adopt this intui-
tive view. When the signer in Anscombe’s example comes to 
know what their motive was, they don’t learn whether their 
signing was intentional. Instead, they learn why they’ve signed 
intentionally in the first place. 

Many things should be said about this understanding of mo-
tives—in particular, how exactly desires and further intentions 
relate to motives.1 For brevity, I’ll confine myself to one funda-
mental point: Are motives reasons or causes? Consider how 
‘motive’ is used in a detective story. Crucially here, a motive 
isn’t something that is necessarily acted on. The gardener can 
have a motive to murder, but it may have been the butler who 
did it. In that context, a motive is more like a ‘pure rationaliza-
tion’, expressing that it would have made sense for the agent to 
act, independently of whether they actually did. Generalizing 
from this context, you might think of motives as unconnected 
to causality. 

However, the sense of motive relevant for knowledge of one’s 
motives is not this one. When the signer in Anscombe’s example 
comes to know their motives, they don’t just learn that it would 
have made sense for them to act out of admiration. Instead, they 
know that admiration in fact played some part in bringing about 
their action. Knowledge of your motives is incompatible with 
an agnostic stance about what actually made you do it. This 
shows that a motive, in the sense relevant here, entertains an 
actual causal connection to whatever it is a motive for.2  

Having a somewhat clearer grasp of what motives are, we 
can now ask what it takes to know them. 

 
2. TWO NECESSARY CONDITIONS 

We don’t need to think of reasons and causes as separated by 
an insurmountable schism (Davidson 2001). Dropping this as-
sumption allows to appreciate that a motive-ascription is falsi-
fied if the cited motive has no causal bearing on the action. If 
admiration played no causal part in the signer’s action, their be-
lief that it influenced them would be false and thus couldn’t 
amount to knowledge. Thus, the following seems like a good 
candidate for a necessary condition on knowledge of one’s mo-
tives: 

                                                
1 I do this in more detail elsewhere (Hubacher Haerle ms). 

2 Non-causal theories can’t explain coming to know one’s motives (cf., Da-
vidson 2001). Thus, I am committed to causalism about action-explanation 
(see §2). However, this is perfectly compatible with the view that any causal 
explanation presupposes a rationalizing explanation; we can think of ‘pure ra-
tionalizations’ as constraining the space of causal action-explanations. 
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(C1) A motive-belief which amounts to knowledge 
picks out a causal factor of an action. 

As an absolute minimum, a motive-ascription expressing 
self-knowledge needs to refer to some causal factor in an action. 
Obviously, this is merely necessary and by no means sufficient: 
there are countless causes of any action that have nothing to do 
with motives at all. 

Moreover, we know from epistemology that true belief isn’t 
enough for knowledge. Instead, we need to have some form of 
justification. For the time being, I’ll think of justification as im-
posing a sort of anti-luck condition (Pritchard 2007). Whether 
this is spelt out in terms of a reliable belief-forming process or 
along different lines (e.g. evidentialism), doesn’t matter for my 
purposes. So, we can formulate a second necessary condition: 

(C2) A motive-belief which amounts to knowledge 
is justified, i.e., true in a non-lucky way. 

Accordingly, we don’t know our motives, if the belief we have 
only tracks a causal factor by accident.  

Next, I will present research paradigms which have been 
taken to imply that it is not possible to fulfil those necessary 
conditions. 
 

3. PSYCHOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 

In a seminal article Richard Nisbett and Timothy Wilson 
(1977) discuss multiple studies where agents are manipulated 
into choosing certain items. The subjects were influenced in 
their choices by unconscious biases induced through the exper-
imenters. When asked why they acted, agents came up with mo-
tives that had nothing to do with the true causes of their actions. 
From this, Nisbett and Wilson conclude that “people may have 
little ability to report accurately on their cognitive processes” 
(ibid.: 247). Instead, they argue that we may be able to infer 
them based on causal theories which can be at most “inci-
dentally” correct (ibid.: 233, 253ff.).  

Daniel Wegner and Thalia Wheatley (1999) advance a re-
lated argument. Drawing on a range of experiments—including 
the famous trials by Benjamin Libet—, they argue that people’s 
actions are caused by unconscious mechanisms which also cause 
the feeling of conscious will, including the experience of acting 
out of a specific motive. However, this experience doesn’t indi-
cate an actual causal factor in an action; instead, it’s a causally 
irrelevant ‘third variable’ (ibid.: 482f.; see Figure 1). The uncon-
scious mechanism is what’s really driving the action, the motive 
is merely ‘epiphenomenal’ (Thrash et al. 2010: 330).  
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An explicit successor of these research programs is the 
choice blindness-paradigm (Johansson et al. 2005; 2006; Hall et 
al. 2010; 2012). In the choice blindness framework, subjects 
choose between two alternatives. Afterwards, they are asked to 
justify their ‘choice’. Unbeknownst to them, they are given the 
other alternative. Surprisingly, participants easily come up with 
reasons for the alternative they didn’t choose. Now, those 
avowed motives couldn’t have been causally relevant for their 
choice, because they justify the thing they didn’t choose! 

 
 

 
 
Figure 1: The unconscious cause leads to the action. The presumed motive has 

no causal bearing on the action. 
 
4. SCEPTICISM 

It’s not hard to see how this evidence has been taken to mo-
tivate scepticism about knowledge of our motives. According to 
the strong sceptic, the evidence is best explained by the postulate 
that motives don’t exist. We fail to meet (C1) because whatever 
we can consciously avow has nothing to do with the true causes 
of our actions. Some see Friedrich Nietzsche as a predecessor of 
this view (Ridley 2018).  

More recently, psychologist Nick Chater has defended a re-
lated position when he claims that “the interpretation of the mo-
tives of real people is no different from the interpretation of fic-
tional characters” (2018: 4). According to Chater, motive-beliefs 
can’t be true as their content doesn’t exist in the first place. In-
stead, our actions are determined by highly context-dependent 
processes (ibid.: 109ff.; cf., Steward et al. 2006). Uncovering a 
person’s true motives is impossible “not because they are diffi-
cult to find, but because there is nothing to find” (2018: 4).  
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In the current literature, Chater’s position represents an ex-
treme and many writers favour a weaker position. Wilson 
(2002), John Doris (2015) and Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber 
(2011; 2017) embrace something like weak scepticism about 
knowledge of one’s motives. On their picture, the evidence isn’t 
best explained by denying that motives exist. Rather, motive-
beliefs are systematically skewed. Accordingly, the weak sceptic 
allows the occasional motive-belief to pick out an action’s true 
cause, particularly when the action stems from conscious delib-
eration. But on that picture, there will be many situations where 
it seems to the subject that an action is caused by conscious de-
liberations, where in fact it stems from an unconscious cause. 
Often, what we take to be truthful ascriptions of motives are 
nothing more than confabulations.  

This creates a sceptical problem (Scaife 2014: 480). It puts 
into question whether the processes producing beliefs about our 
motives satisfy the anti-luck condition. For simplicity, assume 
a reliabilist version of (C2): in order to satisfy (C2) we need a 
reliable process connecting our motive-beliefs to the actual 
causes of our actions (cf., Paul 2012). If such a reliabilist con-
straint holds, there will be a level of detachment between our 
motive-beliefs and the actual causes of our actions where even 
a true belief about our motives fails to amount to knowledge.  

Now, I think there is ample reason to believe that many weak 
sceptics have a picture of the mind where the processes gener-
ating our motive ascriptions are not reliable. First, the weak 
sceptics’ emphasis on the systematic disconnect between what 
we believe about our motives and the actual causes underlying 
our actions (e.g. conscious thought vs. adaptive unconscious), 
by itself suggests such a conclusion. If our motive-beliefs are so 
systematically detached, it’s extremely plausible to think that 
the mechanism for ascribing motives doesn’t reliably track 
causal influences on our actions, i.e., has a reliability below 0.5 
(Goldman and Beddor 2021). Following C2, however, it would 
need to do so in order for motive-beliefs to amount to 
knowledge. 

Second, many weak sceptics hold that our practice of ascrib-
ing motives to ourselves didn’t evolve to trace causes of our ac-
tions. Instead, this practice fulfils a narrative function where we 
create ourselves (Wilson 2002: 207), express our values (Doris 
2015) or manage our reputation (Kurzban 2010; Mercier and 
Sperber 2011; 2017; Simler and Hanson 2018). This again sug-
gests a sceptical attitude. One would feel pressed to come up 
with alternative functions of motive-ascriptions, only if one also 
believes that they do not reliably fulfil their apparent function. 
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Third, fulfilling any of these alternative functions will often 
entail failing to accurately report on the true causes of behav-
iour. For instance, always telling the truth about one’s motiva-
tions is terrible advice for anyone seeking high regard among 
their peers. Further, values can be expressed, independent of 
articulating actual causes of actions. Of course, it could be that 
these alternative functions happen to incidentally also track 
true causes of behaviour. But it’s unclear why we should believe 
so. Instead, it is much more plausible that more often than not, 
telling a narrative, managing my reputation or expressing my 
values will involve avowing motives that do not latch on to the 
true causes of my actions.3 This, too, suggests that weak scep-
tics take the processes generating motive-ascriptions to be un-
reliable.  

Even those authors who don’t deny that we can occasionally 
get it right, hold a view which implies that (C2) isn’t met: ulti-
mately, we’re too unreliable to know our motives.4 Hence, the 
weak sceptic is a sceptic after all.  

 In the next section, I will argue against all forms of scepti-
cism about knowledge of one’s motives. 
 

5. AGAINST SCEPTICISM 

Scepticism about our ability to know our motives is a costly 
position. For a start, it’s deeply implausible. According to the 
sceptic, when you talk to your friends about your true motives 
behind your choice of career, you are not speaking about what 
moved you to become a philosopher instead of an investment 
banker. Instead, you are doing something completely different, 
such as argumentatively justifying your actions (Mercier and 
Sperber 2011: 69), expressing your values (Doris 2015: 143ff.), 
constructing a fictional narrative (Wilson 2002: 15f.; Chater 
2018: 4ff., ch. 6) or preserving your status (Kurzban 2010; Sim-
ler and Hanson 2018). Following the sceptic, we’d need to rad-
ically reconceive our practices of self-reflection. 

Second, such a reconception would have far-reaching conse-
quences. Many deeply important aspects of self-knowledge 
won’t be available anymore. For instance, various forms of mo-
rality place great emphasis on the motives for which an action 

                                                
3 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to clarify this point. 
4 There is some reason to think that this argument carries over to internalist 
theories of justification too. Most internalists are committed to take evidence 
as a means to truth (Kelly 2016: §3) that’s closely connected to conscious ex-
perience (Conee and Feldman 2008). It’s questionable whether, on the picture 
offered by the weak sceptic, what we ordinarily draw on in order to know 
our motives can be considered evidence in that sense. 
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was conducted. Christian and Kantian moral thought holds that 
an action ought to be performed with good motives. Subjective 
consequentialism licenses your action as morally good, if your 
motive involved a rationally warranted belief that your action 
would maximize utility. If we can’t know our motives, we 
have—at least on these pictures of morality—no way of learn-
ing about the moral character of our actions (cf., Doris 2015). 

Another reason for the importance of knowledge of motives 
is that it is intimately linked to knowledge of one’s values, goals, 
and character (Tiberius 2002: 159). Such knowledge is im-
portant, among other reasons, because it lets you reliably pre-
dict your own behaviour and facilitates collaboration with oth-
ers (Baumeister 2011; Leuenberger 2021). If we can’t know our 
motives, our self-knowledge is severely limited and we may be 
unable to predict, control and explain ourselves. 

Clearly, the fact that a view has radical and far-reaching con-
sequences is no argument against it. However, the stakes asso-
ciated with a certain view can be relevant for its justification 
(Stanley 2005). A position as costly as scepticism about 
knowledge of one’s motives needs extremely good reasons to be 
convincing. In the remainder of this section, I aim to show that 
there aren’t any.  

 
5.1. REPLICATION AND JUSTIFICATION 

First, you might try to avoid scepticism by rejecting the ev-
idence it’s based on. Many results from social psychology have 
failed to replicate (Open Science Collaboration 2015). Likely 
this also affects the studies discussed above (§3). After all, they 
predate awareness of the ‘replication crisis’, rely on notoriously 
small samples and employ outdated statistical methods. Thus, 
there is an easy answer to the sceptic: simply deny that the evi-
dence is any good. 

However, to my knowledge, no failures of replication of the 
cited studies have come forth.5 Thus, I will work with the as-
sumption that the presented evidence is to be taken seriously 
(cf., Bird 2021). Should it turn out to be faulty, even worse for 
the sceptic. Until then, let’s consider other replies. 

In interpreting the evidence, it’s important to note that in 
some sense, test subjects in Nisbett-and-Wilson-style studies 
are right. After all, they manage to give justifying reasons for their 

                                                
5 Instead, there are multiple papers defending the studies in Nisbett and Wil-
son (1977) against irreplicability (Guerin and Jones 1981; Sprangers et al. 
1987) and the choice blindness experiments do replicate (Taya et al. 2014; 
Lachaud et al. 2022). 
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actions. Simply asking subjects “Why did you choose this?” 
leaves undetermined whether the question is after reasons or 
causes. Many interpretations of the empirical evidence tread on 
an equivocation between the two. What test subjects fail to do 
is to accurately report on their action’s causal history. But they 
still manage to give justifying reasons (Keeling 2018; 2021: 324f.; 
Ganapini 2020; Andreotta 2021; Levy 2022). If being able to 
justify one’s actions was sufficient for knowledge of motives, the 
evidence would fail to support scepticism.  

However, this would leave us with something unrecogniza-
ble as knowledge of one’s motives. As argued in §1, when the 
signer comes to know their motives, they learn more than that 
they can justify their action with appeal to admiration. They 
themselves concede that admiration isn’t a good reason! Claim-
ing that knowing justifying reasons is the same as knowing 
one’s motives goes against (C1) and must be seen as a cop-out. 
We need yet another reply to the sceptic. 

 
5.2. THE MYTH OF THE ONE TRUE MOTIVE 

The inference from the psychological evidence to scepticism 
about knowledge of our motives rests on a mistaken assumption 
which I call ‘the myth of the one true motive’. Here’s how Don-
ald Davidson (2001: 18) talks about false motive-beliefs: 

[Y]ou may err about your reasons, particularly when you 
have two reasons for an action, one of which pleases you and 
one which does not. […] You may be wrong about which 
motive made you do it.  

Of course, Davidson is right in pointing out that we can be 
wrong about our motives. Yet, Davidson’s quotation suggests 
that there is only one motive that ‘made you do it’. 6 However, 
there seems to be no reason to think that an action can only 
have one cause. What speaks against multiple motives working 
together to cause an action? 

First, you may think it incompatible with how we ordinarily 
think about causality, i.e., as a relation with exactly two relata. 
It’s true that we might intuitively adopt a picture of causality 
where each effect has exactly one cause. But, allowing for one 
and the same effect to have multiple causes, is much more ade-
quate in a complex world. Modern scientific practice in biology 
or economics supports this (Kincaid 1996; Woodward 2000). 
The causal relationships under analysis there are far more com-

                                                
6 While this passage suggests that, the idea that an action can have multiple 
causes is easily integrated into a Davidsonian picture. 
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plex than those assumed in a simple ‘billiard-ball’ picture. In-
deed, analysing complex causal networks is the bread and but-
ter of modern-day scientists. Therefore, a narrowly mechanistic 
framework of causality is a bad reason for believing in the myth 
of the one true motive. 

Second, you may believe in the myth for reasons connecting 
back to the ethical theories sketched before (§5.1.). Recall the 
deontic idea that an action’s moral properties are determined by 
its motives. The myth of the one true motive ensures that as 
long as your motives are morally definitive, your actions are as 
well. Clearly, we want to know if our actions are good or bad. 
For, it seems that our moral worth turns on it. Accepting the 
myth of the one true motive satisfies a desire to be morally de-
finitive. However, on a realistic outlook it’s clear that many ac-
tions are pervaded by morally laudable and blameworthy mo-
tives. And so are we as agents. Most of us have no definitive 
moral character. Instead, we are inherently ambivalent (cf., Vel-
leman 2005; Kurzban 2010; Strohminger et al. 2017).  

Thus, I think the myth of the one true motive is a by-product 
of a naïve notion of causality and a misguided wish for moral 
definitiveness. If we reject the myth and realize that motives 
over- and jointly determine actions, this changes how we can 
interpret the psychological experiments cited above (§3). 

 
5.3. REVISITING THE EVIDENCE 

Consider again a subject in a in Nisbett-and-Wilson-style-
study. They are ask to choose between two alternative, they 
make their choice and say afterwards ‘I chose this item because 
it looked the nicest to me’. If we accept the myth of the one true 
motive, the finding that subjects are reliably influenced by 
right-side bias rules out the possibility that the motive they ar-
ticulate played any causal role in their action.  

However, if we allow for co-determination between non-ra-
tional influences and motives, this inference isn’t legitimate an-
ymore. As Zina Ward and Edouard Machery (2018) argue, in-
tentional motives and subpersonal effects can both causally con-
tribute to our actions. Such causal over- and joint determination 
puts into question whether the participants in Nisbett-and-Wil-
son-style-studies are really wrong in their motive-ascriptions. 
It’s true, they failed to track all the influences of relevant choice 
effects. Yet, that doesn’t mean that the reasons given had no 
causal bearing on their action. A subject in a study may truth-
fully utter ‘I chose this item because it looked the nicest to me’ 
and this may be knowledge of their motives despite them also 
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being significantly influenced by a right-side bias (cf., Andre-
otta 2021: 4869). Being under the influence of choice effects 
doesn’t mean you fall short of (C1), nor (C2); there’s not one 
thing that made you do it (see Figure 2).  

 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Unconscious cause and knowable motive overdetermine (or jointly 
determine) an action.  

 
Rejecting the myth of the one true motive reveals that the 

experimental evidence underdetermines whether we should 
prefer a sceptical interpretation along the lines of Figure 1, 
where there is no causal connection between motive and action, 
over a non-sceptical interpretation represented in Figure 2, 
where there is a causal connection between motive and action.  

Of course, it could be that if test subjects were given more 
time they would actually choose a different alternative or none 
at all. But even that doesn’t challenge the claim that in the mo-
ment of choice the item they chose looked the nicest to them. 
Without the myth of the one true motive, the hypothesis that 
their report is truthful is at least as plausible than the hypothe-
sis that they just made up that reason after the fact.7  

Following the framework of Wegner and Wheatley, you 
might argue for an ‘omitted variable’ driving both the motive-
ascription and the action and that’s why we can’t regard the 
motive as causally relevant (see Figure 1). Also here, the rejec-
tion of the myth of the one true motive reveals an alternative 
reading. It could just as well be that the unconscious effect 
causes the action through the motive (cf., Thrash et al. 2010: 
323ff.). To return to the example used before: a right-side bias 

                                                
7 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for asking me to clarify this point. 
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could make an object look especially appealing and this mislead-
ing appearance could trigger in the subjects a motivation to 
choose said item. On such an interpretation, it’s not the case 
that the articulated motive and the actual cause for action stand 
in a reversed causal ordering. It’s rather that the unconscious 
cause is just ‘further up’ the causal chain than the avowed mo-
tive (see Figure 3). In this case, however, there’s no reason to 
assume that a subject’s utterance of the form ‘I chose this be-
cause it looked the nicest to me’ isn’t expressing knowledge of 
their motives. As David Lewis (1986) argues, for a causal claim 
to be true it doesn’t need to capture an event’s whole causal his-
tory. It would be absurd to expect someone to cite all causes of 
their action as their motive. Accordingly, I can know my mo-
tive, even if that motive is itself brought about by an uncon-
scious cause. 
 

 
Figure 3: Unconscious cause causing the motive which in turn causes the ac-

tion.  
 

Let’s apply this reasoning to an example given by Wilson 
(2002: 106f.): 

Suppose, for example, we observe a customer in a fast-food 
restaurant ask for a chicken sandwich, and we ask her why 
she ordered what she did. She would probably say some-
thing like, “Well, I usually order the burger, fries, and 
shake, but I felt more like a chicken sandwich and unsweet-
ened iced tea today. They taste good and are a little health-
ier.” These are precisely the thoughts she was thinking be-
fore she asked for the sandwich and thus were responsible 
for what she ordered—a clear case of conscious causality. 

Or is it? Suppose that earlier in the day the fast-food cus-
tomer encountered someone who was quite obese, which 
primed issues of weight and self-image, which made her 
more likely to order food with less fat and calories than the 
burgers, fries, and shake. The customer was aware of part 
of the reason she ordered what she did—her conscious 
thoughts preceding her action—but unaware of what trig-
gered these thoughts.  

I’m unsure whether Wilson intends this to illustrate that the 
customer has no access to her real motives. Plausibly, her en-
counter with the obese person rendered certain facts about the 
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food options especially salient to her. On the basis of these sali-
ent features, the customer makes her choice. In that case, there 
is nothing wrong with her explanation of why she did what she 
did. The only possible charge would be that it’s incomplete. But 
all explanations are. Wilson concedes that actions are unlikely 
to be “pure” and that she is aware of “part of the reason” why 
she acted (ibid.). My suggestion is that this is enough to know 
your motives. To ask for more would be—in a lot of cases—
asking for too much. 

Again, I’m suggesting that the psychological evidence un-
derdetermines whether we should prefer a sceptical interpreta-
tion along the lines of Figure 1, where there is no causal connec-
tion between motive and action, over a non-sceptical interpre-
tation represented in Figure 3, where there is a causal connec-
tion between motive and action. Accordingly, there is no com-
pelling reason to assume that we are unreliable in forming be-
liefs about our motives.  It’s not clear whether participants in 
such studies really fail to know their motives; we have no 
grounds to deny that their beliefs meet (C1) or (C2).  

To be clear, even if we adopt such a picture, we can read those 
studies in a way that does support scepticism about knowledge 
of one’s motives. However, if we reject the myth of the one true 
motive, a non-sceptical interpretation of the psychological evi-
dence becomes equally plausible. This undermines scepticism 
without treading on the ambiguity between causal explanations 
and rational justification. Now, scepticism about knowledge of 
one’s motives starts to look unmotivated, especially given its 
far-reaching consequences. 

What about choice blindness, though? My argument rests 
on the idea that the empirical studies give us no reason to dis-
regard what subjects avow as part of the causal chain behind 
their action—either through over- and joint determination, or 
by referring to a link ‘higher up’ in the chain. Yet, clearly, this 
reasoning isn’t available when it comes to choice-blindness. 
There, causal factors and avowed motives must be completely 
distinct.  

I propose to question  how much the choice-blindness find-
ings generalize. Bear in mind how manipulative the experi-
mental contexts are: the participants are consciously tricked and 
fail to track that trickery. Importantly, many ordinary life cir-
cumstances are not like that; we are highly unlikely to be ma-
nipulated in that way outside of an experimental setting. It’s 
not clear to me that we can infer anything about our general 
abilities to know our motives from the fact that we are tricked 
in a highly-deceptive environment. Thus, the external validity of 
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the choice blindness results isn’t obvious (cf., Sullivan-Bisset 
and Bortolotti 2021).  

Still, the studies surveyed here only represent a small subset 
of the literature. Therefore, I make no claims about other ex-
periments supporting scepticism about knowledge of one’s mo-
tives.8 What I’ve argued is that the evidence base for scepticism 
is smaller than often assumed. The burden of proof is thus on 
the sceptic to convincingly present evidence for why we should 
adopt their position. Until that happens, I conclude that scepti-
cism about knowledge of one’s motives ought to be rejected. 
What the evidence shows is how easily we are manipulated into 
forming motives on mistaken beliefs (e.g., that some of the al-
ternatives are better than the others). What it doesn’t show is 
that we have troubles knowing these motives—on any sensible 
conception of what such knowledge means.9 

 
6. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In this paper, I’ve issued a warning against taking certain 
psychological studies as proof that we can’t know our motives. 
I’ve shown how costly such a position is and that if we reject 
the myth of the one true motive, it starts to look unmotivated.  

Nonetheless, I don’t want to deny that knowing one’s mo-
tives is difficult. Scepticism is partly so attractive because know-
ing your motives is hard. For much of our motives run uncon-
sciously. Uncovering them is no easy thing to achieve. Moreo-
ver, we have a strong desire to present ourselves in a flattering 
manner, even to ourselves. This desire makes it likely that when 
we think about our motives, we are engaged in motivated rea-
soning skewing our self-inquiry (Kurzban 2010; Simler and 
Hanson 2018; Williams 2020). If we want to know our motives, 
thus, we need to keep these two factors in mind and their dis-
torting effects at bay. 

If knowledge of one’s motive is hard, don’t we fail to meet 
(C2)? This worry is exacerbated if we note how weak (C1) and 
(C2) are. On the picture offered here, it’s possible to know your 
motives even if all you’re reliably picking out is an insignificant 
cause. You could think that knowing something which matters 
very little to how you act can’t constitute knowledge of your 

                                                
8 I do take my argument also to apply to the studies led by David McClelland 
(Thrash et al. 2010) and Michael Gazzaniga (Wilson 2002: 99ff.; Chater 
2018: Ch. 6). 
9 It may well be that these findings raise problems for other aspects of self-
knowledge, such as first-person authority (Scaife 2014; Levy 2022). How-
ever, they don’t’ attack the possibility of knowing our motives.  



Forthcoming in The Monist. 

 – 15 – 

motives. Therefore, you might be in favour of a further neces-
sary condition: 

(C3) A motive-belief which amounts to knowledge 
picks out a relevant causal factor of an action. 

If (C3) is in place, scepticism seems more plausible again. If 
anything, the evidence shows that the most relevant causes are 
often hidden from our view; position effects have a much higher 
predictive power than the motives people can articulate.  

I’m not completely convinced by (C3). Perhaps all we can do 
in trying to know our motives is registering factors that are, 
causally speaking, pretty minor. Still, there might be a lot of 
value in that. But even if we do add (C3), there are more ways 
of avoiding scepticism.  

First, it’s not clear that difficulty and unreliability are as 
closely connected as the objection assumes. Certain activities—
such as climbing a hard mountain route—can be difficult with-
out often provoking failure. Instead, their difficulty is grounded 
in the amount of effort needed. Knowledge of one’s motives 
might be hard because of the care it requires, and not because 
of frequent failure. 

Second, even if psychological evidence established the unre-
liability of one process of introspection, this isn’t the only one. 
In the cited studies the participants were mostly forced to rely 
on solitary introspection. They had little time and no dialogue 
partners available. As a result, the methods of self-inquiry they 
could draw on were severely confined. In real life, however, 
there are a lot of methods we can use in trying to know our 
motives. You can talk to your friends, go to therapy, write into 
your diary, meditate, etc. (Vazire and Mehl 2008; Thrash et al. 
2010). Any of these processes are likely to be more reliable than 
sole introspection under a heavy time-constraint. 

So, even if we make the conditions for knowledge of one’s 
motives more demanding, there are good reasons to think that 
they can be met. In some sense, knowing your motives is a lot 
like science. Both in science and in introspection, we need to 
draw on a variety of methods to gather a trustworthy evidence 
base. Also, we need to take great care in establishing and solid-
ifying theories about different causes and how much they mat-
ter. I develop the idea of coming to know one’s motives as a 
‘science of the self’ elsewhere (Hubacher Haerle ms). 

Knowledge of your motives is like many valuable things in 
life—it requires a great deal of effort. With respect to a Kantian 
obligation to know one’s motives this means that the attack 
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fuelled by recent psychological evidence can be deflected. Ful-
filling our duty to know our motives may be quite hard, but it 
is not impossible. 10  

(5’873 words) 
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