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Abstract
In this paper, I will focus on a type of confabulation that emerges in relation to questions about mental attitudes (e.g. belief, 
emotion, decision) whose causes we cannot introspectively access. I argue against two popular views that see confabula-
tions as mainly offering a psychological story about ourselves. On these views, confabulations are the result of either a 
cause-tracking mechanism or a self-directed mindreading mechanism. In contrast, I propose the view that confabulations 
are mostly telling a normative story: they are arguments primarily offered to justify one’s attitudes, and they are produced 
by our argumentative reasoning mechanism driven by the biological goal of presenting ourselves as good reasoners and as 
reliable sources of information.

Keywords Confabulation · Reasoning · Reasons · Causes · Basis · Self-knowledge

1  Confabulations

In this paper, I will explore the nature of confabulations 
that are linked to our common mental attitudes (e.g. belief, 
emotion, decision) by looking at the mechanism primarily 
responsible for those confabulations.1 Roughly, a confab-
ulation (of this kind) is a false and/or ill grounded claim 
(Hirsten 2005, pp. 33–4; Bortolotti 2017), often prompted by 
a why-question concerning some mental attitude ϕ, or pro-
voked by some challenge moved against ϕ. These confabula-
tions can be found in both healthy subjects and subjects with 
various pathologies (e.g. delusions, brain injuries). It is also 
a defining feature of confabulation that those who confabu-
late are not being dishonest but they are genuinely confident 
of the truth of what they say (Hirsten 2005; Coltheart and 
Turner 2009). Another fairly widely held point is that these 
confabulations appear in conjunction with the agent’s inabil-
ity to introspectively access the causes that produced ϕ in 
the first place (Turner and Coltheart 2010).

It is still unclear what mechanism(s) is responsible for 
confabulations. For both the ‘normal’ and the pathologi-
cal cases, the received wisdom is that these confabulations 
infer—or at least attempt to do so—the causes of mental 
attitude ϕ, when the confabulator lacks introspective access 

to those causes. The related hypothesis is that these confabu-
lations are either the result of a general cognitive mechanism 
that pushes us to understand the world in terms of causal 
relations (Coltheart 2017), or the result of a self-directed 
mindreading mechanism (Carruthers 2011).2

However, I will argue that this approach fails to acknowl-
edge that in many cases confabulations are there not (only) 
to produce self-reports but mostly to tell a story about how 
good we are at following rational norms. The narrative con-
fabulations are meant to present is primarily normative (and 
psychological only in a derivative sense): confabulations are 
mostly presented to justify decisions, beliefs, and actions. 
More specifically, my main claim is that confabulations are 
primarily offered as premises to an argument, while they are 
psychological explanations for attitudes as a result of their 
normative function. On the view defended here, what drives 
subjects to confabulate is typically a mechanism specialized 
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1 Finding an accurate account of the phenomenon of confabulation—
which encompasses a large variety of different cases—has proven par-
ticularly hard (Bortolotti and Cox 2009). In this paper, I only focus on 
one type of confabulation, leaving open the question whether it is pos-
sible to find one overarching account for all types of confabulations.

2 The literature on confabulation presents a pluralistic account of the 
mechanisms causally responsible for confabulation (Bortolotti and 
Cox 2009, pp. 954–5). One thing that has been widely noted, though, 
is that confabulation is found with or without a pathology (Nisbett 
and Wilson 1977; Dutton and Aron 1974; Haidt 2001), so there is 
reason to think that some of the mechanisms involved in the patho-
logical cases may also be at work in the non-pathological ones (Colt-
heart 2017).
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in producing arguments (rather than tracking causal rela-
tions per se), namely our argumentative reasoning mecha-
nism (Mercier and Sperber 2011). That strongly suggests 
that we confabulate—instead of admitting we have or had no 
reason for believing or doing something—mostly as a result 
of our reasoning mechanism’s biological and social function 
of showing others that we are reliable agents and inform-
ants. Hence, whatever failure of self-knowledge confabula-
tion may ultimately reveal, in my view it is the result of a 
more fundamental attempt to project an image of ourselves 
as normative, rational agents.

2  The Standard View: Confabulations 
as (Mistaken) Causes and Motivations

Beliefs, decisions but also emotions and desires can—when 
expressed and made available to others—elicit (direct or 
indirect) questions such as ‘why do you believe that?’, ‘what 
brought you to make that decision?’, or ‘why do you feel that 
way?’. At times, when answering these questions, we con-
fabulate (Hirstein 2005, p. 20).3 Although these questions 
(and their answers) are asking for (and providing) reasons 
for our attitudes, the word “reason” itself has three possi-
ble different meanings.4 The reasons why agent A formed 
attitude ϕ are ‘explanatory reasons’, namely the causes that 
influence her ϕing: the reason why I desire a Coke is that 
I just saw a Coke-commercial on TV, and the reason why 
I am in a bad mood is that I did not sleep well last night. 
These causes explain my attitudes but are not the reasons in 
light of which I have them, and they did not motivate me in 
any way, but worked to form those attitudes in a way that is 
often outside my control and capacity to introspect. Second, 
a normative reason to ϕ is the consideration, fact or propo-
sition that speaks in favor of ϕing (Scanlon 1998). These 
are either facts/true propositions supporting the content of 
one’s ϕ or mental attitudes representing those facts/ true 
propositions. To illustrate, there is a reason for me to (intend 
to) study hard tonight, namely the fact that I have a difficult 
test tomorrow. Likewise, the recent raising temperatures and 
see-levels are normative reasons for us to believe in global 
warming. My daughter’s outstanding piano performance is 
a reason for me to be proud of her. And so on. Finally, rea-
sons for which are—in the most general sense—things that 

motivate us to ϕ. Good motivating reasons are motivating 
reasons that are also normative reasons. On the so-called 
“standard view” of motivating reasons for actions (Velleman 
1992), motivating reasons are the mental states (desire-belief 
pairs) that cause actions in the right way (Davidson 1963).5 
The standard view extends beyond action: it has been argued 
that motivating reasons for beliefs are causing psychological 
states too (Turri 2009). My belief that the average surface 
temperature is rising causes my belief that global warming 
is real and provides the basis upon which I come to form 
that belief. Similarly, my belief that you broke my guitar 
motivates my anger by causing it, while my desire to see you 
is caused and based on the belief that you are my friend.6

Many accounts of confabulations share the view that con-
fabulations are offered as reasons connected to attitudes, but 
what reasons? The standard view—which, I will argue, is 
vastly insufficient to explain confabulation—is that confabu-
lations talk about the psychological causes of attitudes, in 
the sense that they are (failed) attempts to explain the origins 
of one’s mental attitudes.

There are, however, two different versions of the standard 
view: one says that confabulations are offered as bare causal 
explanations for our attitudes, while the other points out that 
confabulations are offered as the reasons for which we have 
those attitudes. I will first take a look at these two different 
claims, and then I will offer objections against them to show 
that there is a much richer story to be told about confabula-
tions and the mechanism behind it.

2.1  Motivations and Mindreading

On one possible reading of the standard view, confabulations 
are there to provide the reasons for which we made a choice 

3 Confabulations of this kind are very similar to rationalizations 
(Audi 1985; D’Cruz 2015; Schwitzgebel and Jonathan 2017), 
although later I will argue that confabulations are not merely forms of 
rationalization.
4 This tripartite way of classifying reasons is widely used in the 
metaethical literature on reasons for action, but also transferable to 
mental attitudes more generally. See Smith (1994), Alvarez (2007), 
and Hieronymi (2011).

5 For a causal account involving intentions rather than the belief-
desire pair, see Bratman (1987).
6 Here I mainly refer to the “standard view” of motivating reasons, 
but there are alternative views out there. For instance, an alternative 
view is that my motivating reasons are not mental states but facts I 
know (Hyman 1999). On this view, the impending exam is my reason 
for studying hard tonight. Here I am not talking about my psychology 
but about a fact that speaks in favor of and explains my decision to 
study tonight. That said, of course, the agent’s reasons might figure 
in her psychology as the content of her mental states (e.g. I believe I 
have an exam tomorrow), and be used in her deliberating about what 
to do (e.g. Should I study or go to the movie tonight? Well, I have an 
impeding exam tomorrow so I’d better study). Alternatively, against 
the standard view, some have offered a dispositional account of bas-
ing in which epistemic grounds need not be the causes that produce 
our beliefs (e.g. Evans 2013. We’ll come back to this view below). 
Finally, some argue that motivating reasons (sometime also called 
‘operative reasons’) are the considerations I take to be or treat as nor-
mative reasons (Korsgaard 1996; Scanlon 1998; Schroeder 2007). 
The impending exam (or that I have an impeding exam) is my reason 
for studying hard tonight, in the sense that it is what I take to be a 
normative reason for studying hard.
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or formed an attitude. For instance, in a recent paper Keeling 
(2018, p. 3) explains that “[c]onfabulators tend to mistakenly 
self-ascribe putative motivating reasons in particular, that 
is, they believe there is a reason for which they formed the 
attitude.” Similarly, Johansson et al. (2006, p. 673) clarify 
that, “[i]n the choice blindness paradigm participants fail to 
notice mismatches between their intended choice and the 
outcome they are presented with, while nevertheless offering 
introspectively derived reasons for why they chose the way 
they did.” Although there is a plurality of views out there 
offering conflicting definitions of ‘motivating reasons’, as 
mentioned above the predominant wisdom is that motivating 
reasons are causes. Indeed, on the so-called “standard view” 
of motivating reasons, these are intended as psychological 
states that are partly causally responsible for why we formed 
a certain attitude. On this view, then, when the confabulator 
answers the question “why did you ϕ?” by mentioning the 
(psychological) factors that motivated her to ϕ, she fails to 
see the actual origins of her attitude, and instead offers a 
mistaken picture of the basis of her ϕing. Thus, confabula-
tion is a phenomenon “where participants construct plausi-
ble but inaccurate accounts of their own motivations” (Scaife 
2014, p. 470).

For those who believe that confabulations are (putative) 
motivating reasons—offered as the causal basis of one’s 
attitudes—a natural hypothesis is that behind confabula-
tion there are mindreading mechanisms that explain the 
reasons for which people make choices, feel or believe 
this or that. 7 Indeed, confabulation is often taken to be a 
key piece of evidence supporting the view that our self-
understanding and knowledge are interpretative rather 
than introspective, and that we use the same inferential 
mechanism to understand both others’ and our mind 
(Carruthers 2011). Strijbos and de Bruin (2015, p. 298) 
describe this view as follows: “[w]hen giving answers 
to questions about our reasons for action, we […] come 
up with a folk- psychological story that makes it plausi-
ble why the type of action we performed is a reasonable 
response to the type of situation we faced.” On this view, 
confabulation is simply the result of this interpretative 
process going awry. For instance, when commenting the 
results of their famous study on people’s choices, Nisbett 
and Wilson (1977, pp. 248–9) explain: “[w]hen people 
are asked to report how a particular stimulus influenced 
a particular response, they do not do so by consulting a 
memory of the mediating process, but by applying or gen-
erating causal theories about the effects of that type of 
stimulus on that type of response.” By “generating causal 
theories” they specifically mean theories about the types 

of considerations people find “representative” as motivat-
ing reasons (as basis for having certain attitudes, that is), 
as they explain in the following passage: “subjects may 
have been making simple representativeness judgments 
when asked to introspect about their cognitive processes. 
[…] The knit, sheerness, and weave of nylon stockings 
seem representative of reasons for liking them, while their 
position on a table does not.” Accordingly, confabulations 
are there to lay out the motivating reasons the agent had 
to do or believe something, motivating reasons that are 
concocted by applying folk-psychological interpretations 
to ourselves.

2.2  Causes and Explanatory Reasons

Not everybody interprets confabulations in this way, though. 
I mentioned at the beginning that there are two possible ver-
sions of the standard view of confabulation. The second ver-
sion of the standard view is that confabulations are meant 
to provide the reasons why we choose or believe something. 
Reasons why are the bare causes responsible for the choice 
or belief in question. Causes can be mental or physical 
events, but the causes that bring about an action or form our 
attitudes may not match up with what the agent sees as rea-
sons, or may not connect to those actions or attitudes in the 
right way. As a result, these explanations are not necessar-
ily offered to rationalize but to explain and possibly excuse 
one’s choice or attitude.

On this view, the mechanism behind confabulation is 
an abductive process employed in causal understanding of 
worldly events. For instance, Coltheart (2017) writes that 
confabulation is “a consequence of a general property of 
human cognition that is often referred to as ‘the drive for 
causal understanding’”. The epistemic shortcomings of 
confabulations are thus the product of a misused cognitive 
mechanism that searches for plausible causes of various 
events. Coltheart draws from Gopnik (2000) who has argued 
that generally humans find that lacking an explanation for 
an event “is, to varying degrees, an unsettling, disturbing, 
arousing experience […]. Conversely, finding an explanation 
for something is accompanied by a satisfaction that goes 
beyond the merely cognitive” (Gopnik 2000, p. 311). Colt-
heart’s suggestion is that confabulations are the result of this 
human need to avoid saying “I don’t know why” while pro-
viding abductive explanations for their attitudes and actions. 
As he explains, the epistemic shortcomings of these con-
fabulated explanations are the result of a motivational factor: 
“[t]he sense of release achieved by arriving at an answer to 
that question overweighs any concern about the plausibility 

7 See Cassam (2014), Carruthers (2011), Nisbett and Wilson (1977), 
for example.
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of that answer; it is enough that the answer be abductively 
legitimate” (Coltheart 2017, pp. 67–8).8

In sum, these two versions of the standard view ulti-
mately converge in their description of confabulation as a 
(i) false and/or ill grounded statement, (ii) made—with no 
intention to deceive—in a dialogical-communicative con-
text prompted by a question about action or attitude ϕ, and 
(iii) formed by an abductive or a mindreading mechanism 
which produces mistaken depictions of one’s past mental/
physical conditions which allegedly caused (and perhaps still 
do) one’s ϕing. On this standard view, then, the original sin 
of confabulation is that in confabulation people—who are 
generally blind to the causes of their attitudes—actively pro-
duce a mistaken picture of their minds. More specifically, to 
cover for an underlying gap in self-understanding, confabu-
lation “misrepresents the actual state of one’s mind at some 
relevant time in the past”, state of mind that is offered as 
the origin of the current attitude now subject to questioning 
(Strijbos and de Bruin 2015, p. 298). For many, that shows 
both a failure of introspection and a distorted self-knowledge 
more generally. It is not merely that we are ignorant of the 
causes of our attitudes, and that we are also unaware of being 
ignorant about that: in confabulating we actually come up 
with a fictitious narrative of how we came to have those 
attitudes and believe this narrative to be right (Lawlor 2003; 
Scaife 2014).

3  Against the Standard View

Although quite persuasive, I believe that the standard pic-
ture of confabulation is ultimately insufficient to really make 
sense of confabulations as it is putting too much emphasis on 
the past causes or motivations that confabulation allegedly 
misrepresents. Because it relies on this narrow description 
of the nature of confabulation, the standard view wrongly 
assumes that confabulations are primarily the result of some 
mindreading or causal mechanism, and that they mainly 
show that we lack self-knowledge.

To see where the standard view fails, it is important to 
review some key examples of confabulation:

A) Wilson and Nisbett (1978) famously report an experi-
ment in which subjects are asked to choose one among 
four pairs of nylon stocking pantyhose. After making 
the choice they were asked “Could you tell me why you 
chose that one?”. Surprisingly, as they failed to realize 
that the four pairs were identical, “[m]ost of the subjects 

promptly responded that it was the knit, weave, sheer-
ness, elasticity or workmanship that they felt to be supe-
rior” (Wilson and Nisbett 1978, p. 124). According to 
Nisbett and Wilson, subjects in this study are clearly not 
aware that their choices are due to positioning effects.9

B) In a study conducted by Johansson et al. (2005), partici-
pants were presented with a series of pictures, asked to 
make choices about them, and then they are asked why 
they had made that choice. In some cases, their deci-
sion was changed (e.g. the pictures we swapped), and yet 
many participants did not notice it, and seamlessly went 
on to elaborate on the reasons behind their (apparent) 
choice.

C) In a recent study, Haidt presents to the participants a 
story in which two siblings make love. When first hear-
ing this story, subjects in the study automatically judge 
the situation as morally wrong, and when prompted to 
say why, scramble to come up with reasons for their 
choice. These reasons are then shown to be weak and 
unsubstantiated by the story. Ultimately, subjects found 
themselves dumbfounded but refuse to change their 
minds. What they seem to ignore is the fact that their 
moral judgments are the result of emotional processes 
rather than reasoning.

D) Sullivan-Bissett (2015) tells the fictitious story of Roger, 
a member of a hiring committee, who fails to invite 
any of the female applicants for an interview. Roger’s 
decision is—unbeknownst to him and contrary to his 
expectations—due to an implicit bias against women. 
When questioned, Roger sincerely explains that he did 
not select any female candidate because none of them 
seemed qualified for the job.

E) Frazer and Roberts (1994) studied a subject with 
Capgras delusion who believed that her son had been 
replaced by an impostor, while ignoring the real causes 
of that belief. In the study, she was explicitly asked to 
explain why she thought there was a difference between 
her real son and the impostor given that they looked very 
similar. Instead of answering “I don’t know”, her answer 
was that the impostor “had different-coloured eyes, was 
not as big and brawny as her son, and that her real son 
would not kiss her” (1994, p. 557).10

9 See Newell and Shanks (2014) for a new interpretation of the Nis-
bett and Wilson’s study.
10 Often pathological cases of confabulation are, from a clinical stand-
point, the result of memory impairments (e.g. source monitoring issues, 
confusion about chronological order; see Hirstein 2005) or other neu-
ropsychological disorders (Turner and Coltheart 2010). In all these 
pathological cases, we may find two types of confabulation: primary 
and secondary confabulation. Primary confabulation is the production of 
a false belief due, for instance, to a pathology of some kind (e.g. brain 
injury, delusion). Secondary confabulations are prompted as answers to 
a why-question concerning the subject’s primary confabulation.

8 Similarly, Gazzaniga (1985) believes that the left brain functions 
as an “interpretative module” which continuously tries to explain the 
world and our minds in terms of patterns of causes and effects.



193Confabulating Reasons  

1 3

How should we interpret these confabulations? Are 
they offered as causal explanations or as the reasons for 
some action or belief? As we saw above, it seems that one 
popular interpretation is that confabulations are meant 
as purely causal explanations and are the product of an 
abductive mechanism that searches for causes of various 
events. Unfortunately, both these claims are at odds with 
the examples we saw above. For instance, in his explanation 
for why he did not choose to interview any female candi-
date, Roger—who clearly stands by his judgment—men-
tions what he takes to be his reasons behind that decision. 
Arguing that he is simply tracing a causal story, overlooks 
the fact that he is not just giving some explanation: he is 
offering reasons to justify his claim and choice. In Nisbett 
and Wilson’s study, when the subjects were presented with 
the possibility that their choice was the result of a position-
ing effect, they denied it and felt “either that they had mis-
understood the question or were dealing with a madman” 
(Nisbett and Wilson 1977, p. 244). Note, however, that there 
is nothing wrong with explaining a decision in terms of 
positioning effects: people at times do offer causal explana-
tions for what they did by mentioning the brute, irrational, 
inscrutable forces that influenced their decisions. Not in 
this case, though: in Nisbett and Wilson’s study subjects 
do not seem willing to see what they did as the result of 
some cause. The problem seems to be that the position of 
an item—although it conceivably can be among the brute 
causes of one’s choice—is no reason for choosing that par-
ticular item over another. Indeed, since subjects here are 
confident they made a rational choice, to them “it seems 
outrageous” that their choosing an item “might be affected 
by its position in a series” (Nisbett and Wilson 1977, p. 
252). It thus seems clear that in many cases those who con-
fabulate are also standing by their judgments, and that con-
fabulations should not be interpreted as proving mere causal 
explanations for choices.11 Hence, the related hypothesis 
that confabulations are the outcome of an abductive mecha-
nism will mostly deliver wrong assessments as it expects 
confabulating subjects to generally offer explanations to 
bridge a gap in knowledge of causal relations. In contrast, 
this is not what typically happens and in the examples of 
confabulation mentioned above, confabulations can hardly 
be understood as trying to provide mere causal explanations 
for their attitudes.

3.1  Confabulating is More Than (Self‑directed) 
Mindreading

Opposing the causal-explanatory view, a more plausible 
hypothesis is—as we saw—that the confabulatory episodes 
A–E don’t simply point to the causes but to the causes that 
are also motivating reasons, namely the basis of choices and 
attitudes. This is still a primarily psychological view of con-
fabulation, but here confabulations are not just causes: they 
are causes that rationalize one’s attitudes as they are meant 
to describe psychological states that function as grounds or 
basis for current ones. There is a mindreading mechanism 
behind these (mistaken) rationalizations: we make sense of 
others’ responses in terms of folk-psychological generaliza-
tions, and it seems that at times we direct that same mecha-
nism toward ourselves. Confabulations are typically poor, 
self-directed folk-psychological explanations.12

Although it is true that confabulations are talking about 
psychological states that ground current choices and beliefs, 
this (motivating-reasons-as-a-result-of-mindreading) view 
wrongly focuses only on a backward-looking, causal 
approach of this grounding relation, and overlooks the nor-
mative role confabulations have. In particular, in the next 
few pages my goal will be to convince the reader of the truth 
of the following two claims: confabulations are not always 
meant to trace the causal development of one’s attitudes, and 
at least in the examples above they are not meant to simply 
tell us something about our psychology, but they also speak 
of the normative status of our attitudes. I believe that the 
view that confabulation is self-directed folk-psychological 
explanation produced by mindreading fails to make sense 
of these two claims, and thus we need a better, more com-
prehensive account of the mechanism behind confabulation.

For starters, the notion of a basis (or motivating reason) 
adopted by this standard picture of confabulation is too 
restrictive. The view that confabulations are the result of a 
mindreading mechanism goes hand in hand with the view—
called the “standard view” of motivating reasons—that moti-
vating reasons are mental states that cause (in the right way) 
other mental states to occur. Not surprisingly, on this view, 
confabulations are “ill-grounded claims about the causes of 
[one’s own] attitudes and choices” (Bortolotti 2017, p. 235).

It is not obvious to me, however, that motivating reasons 
need be original causes and, as I will explain in a second, 
it is not clear that confabulations are always offered as 

11 For similar worries see Sandis (2015) and Keeling (2018). See 
Bortolotti (2017) for an analysis of the various possible interpreta-
tions of this study.

12 One need not understand confabulation in terms of mindreading to 
claim that confabulators self-ascribe motivating reasons. For instance 
on Cox’s (2018) account, confabulators self-ascribe motivating rea-
sons but these self-ascriptions are not the product of mindreading and 
are not necessarily seen as causes. This approach goes in the direction 
of the view I will advocate for in the next section, and is not subject 
to the worries I raise in this section.
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depicting those causes. Thus, as we try to understand what 
confabulations are, we want to adopt a view that does not tie 
us down to a particular notion of basing: we want a view that 
allows us to say that confabulations are not always looking 
at a causal past. More specifically, I worry that if we adopt 
a strictly causal approach to the notion of basis we will have 
a hard time explaining the following case of confabulation:

F) Moscovitch (1995) described the case of a 61-year-old 
with impaired autobiographical memory. The patient 
had been married for over 30 years and had four chil-
dren, now all grown-ups. Because of his memory 
impairment, when asked how long he had been mar-
ried, he answered, wrongly, “About 4 months”. When 
challenged to explain his belief/claim on the face of the 
fact that he has all grown-up children, he explains that 
his children were adopted (which is not true), instead of 
simply saying “I don’t know”.

(F) has all the earmarks of confabulation: a false and 
ill-grounded statement is produced (i.e. “my children were 
adopted”) without any intention to deceive, prompted by a 
question concerning an attitude held by the subject (i.e. “I 
have been married 4 months”) who, however, ignores the 
causes that produced that attitude in the first place.

Contrary to what might be happening in other cases of 
confabulation, in this example, the confabulated claim “my 
children were adopted” is not offered as a consideration that 
played a role in forming the subject’s belief that his marriage 
is 4 months old. It is not offered as the past reason for which 
he came to that conclusion as the subject does not offer the 
claim “my kids are adopted” to explain how he came to have 
the belief that he got married 4 months prior. Hence, neither 
version of the standard view can make sense of the content 
of this confabulation: indeed (F) is hard to square within a 
framework in which confabulations are causal motivations. 
As in many other cases of confabulation, in (F), confabula-
tion is used to fill a gap in the agent’s view of the world, only 
that this time the gap has little to do with the origin of his 
mental attitudes.13

A more plausible hypothesis here is that, in (F), the con-
fabulated claim is offered because it fits into a coherent 
story offered to back up the other false claim (“we married 
4 months ago”). In fact, in reference to this case Moscovitch 
(1995, p. 229) explains that “secondary confabulations may 
arise to explain (away) the internal inconsistencies of the pri-
mary confabulations that are sometimes apparent even to the 
patient.” In the confabulator’s mind, that is, the secondary 

confabulation “my kids are adopted” supports his primary 
confabulation “I have been married for 4 months” and under-
cuts a challenge moved to it (i.e. “how is it possible that you 
got married so recently given that your children are grown-
ups?”). Hence, on his mind the two claims “I have been mar-
ried for 4 months” and “my kids are adopted” can be seen as 
supporting each other and thus as partly based on each other 
(Evans 2013, p. 2946).

Unfortunately, the standard causal approach can’t explain 
this form of basing. Luckily, there are views of the basing 
relation that can make sense of this situation. One of them, 
for instance, is the ‘dispositional account of basing’: “to base 
one belief on another is to be disposed to revise the one upon 
losing the other” (Evans 2013, p. 2955). Adopting this view, 
we can say that the subject’s belief that he has been married 
for 4 months is presented by the subject as partly based on 
his belief that his children are adopted, even if there is no 
causal relation between these two attitudes.14

In the next section, I will present a view of confabulation 
that makes sense of the idea that confabulations are offered 
as basis for one’s choices or attitudes while leaving it open 
that they might not be proposed as the causal origins for 
those attitudes. Before being able to fully explain my view, 
though, I need to raise a related issue, namely that both ver-
sions of the standard view of confabulation see confabula-
tion as offering a psychological story, and therefore they see 
confabulation as ultimately revealing the shortcomings of 
our self-knowledge. However, even the version of the stand-
ard view that understands confabulations as offering moti-
vating grounds for attitudes, overlooks that confabulations 
are generally presented as good (or proper) grounds. In other 
words contrary to the standard view, very few confabula-
tions seem in the business of simply offering a rationalizing 
psychological story: confabulations are usually offered to 
back up attitudes or choices we endorse, and this is clear in 
the examples A-F above.

Here is what I mean. Motivating reasons can rational-
ize even if admittedly mistaken: I can rationalize my action 
(e.g. I went to the store to buy milk) by explaining it in 
terms of mistaken mental states that motivated it (e.g. my 
thought that we were out of milk). In many of the examples 
of confabulation mention above, however, subjects are not 
trying to rationalize or make sense of what they did/thought 
in light of their psychological states or past considerations. 
They seem often fairly confident that they are in the right 
and that their reasons for doing or believing still hold, and 

13 The gap-filling nature of confabulation is discussed in, e.g., Ber-
rios and Hodges (2000), Hirstein (2005, p. 30), Wheatley (2009) and 
Sullivan-Bissett (2015, p. 552).

14 Alternatively, we could also adopt a definition of basis that is still 
causal even if it does not refer to the way an attitude or choice was 
causally formed: a psychological state A may causally sustain psy-
chological state B even if A did not take part in B’s formation (Dret-
ske 1999).
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are often completely oblivious to the fact that these state-
ments are false and poorly supported.15 In other words, those 
who confabulate are not only trying to offer some basis for 
their actions or attitudes: they are offering reasons that are 
supposedly enough to normatively support those actions/
attitudes. Hence, confabulations are not meant to merely 
rationalize but also to justify those attitudes and choices.16

If mindreading were the main mechanism behind confab-
ulations, in inferring our mental states as the motivating rea-
sons for what we do or believe, we could be applying folk-
psychological generalizations concerning why people react 
the way they do. For instance, we might explain a certain set 
of decisions (e.g. choosing a certain career path) as the result 
of desires of a certain kind (e.g. having a remunerative job). 
We could do that even if we do not think those desires con-
stitute justifications for those decisions. However, once I turn 
those folk-psychological generalization toward myself—as 
the inferential account of mindreading suggests—then I have 
to take into account what I took—at the time my choice was 
formed—to be a good reason. If I went to the store because 
I desperately wanted to buy some regular milk (while for-
getting that I am severely lactose intolerant and should not 
drink milk at all), my desire at that time was for me a good 
reason to go (i.e. a consideration I took to justify my action). 
Unfortunately, now that I remembered my lactose intoler-
ance, my desire for it is not a good reason anymore. And yet 
if all I am doing is applying my mindreading mechanism to 
myself, I would have to conclude that I went to the store to 
buy some milk. That is, in applying mindreading to myself, 
I would be mentioning what, at that time, I took to be a good 
supporting reason for my action, not necessarily what I now 
take to be a sufficiently good reason.

Confabulations, however, present what subjects see as 
sufficiently good reasons now too—which is not the result 
you would necessarily get if you were simply applying mind-
reading and folk-psychology. Confabulations are what agents 
take to be their reasons for ϕing—and by “reasons” they 
mean not only what made sense of their ϕing (in the past) 
but also what actively justifies ϕing (in the present and in the 

future).17 And this is portrayed also in the many examples of 
confabulations above, where confabulations are representing 
(putative) good reasons or justifications, i.e. facts that favor 
a certain response, and not (simply) the subject’s basis for 
that response.

The experiment by Haidt and collogues is a good example 
of that. In that study, subjects were asked why they thought 
that the two siblings’ incestuous act was wrong. As their 
answers were shown to be weak and unsubstantiated by the 
story, they kept changing them (and ultimately found them-
selves incapable of providing a good answer). Here’s Haidt’s 
(2001, p. 814) initial description:

Most people who hear the above story immediately 
say that it was wrong for the siblings to make love, 
and they then begin searching for reasons (Björklund 
et al. 2000). They point out the dangers of inbreeding, 
only to remember that Julie and Mark used two forms 
of birth control. They argue that Julie and Mark will 
be hurt, perhaps emotionally, even though the story 
makes it clear that no harm befell them. Eventually, 
many people say something like, “I don’t know, I can’t 
explain it, I just know it’s wrong.”18

 If subjects were only trying to rationalize their moral 
judgments offering a causal-motivational account of what 
brought them to form them, it is surprising that they would 
change their story when those reasons are challenged: if I 
come to think P because I believe X, even if I realize that 
X is no good (as a reason), my causal story won’t change. 
I would have to say something like: “I thought P because I 
originally believed X, but now I realize P is unsupported, 
so I don’t believe P anymore”. And yet, this is the opposite 
of what happens in this case: in the experiment, subjects 
refuse to change their minds, and try to resist the objections 
by offering reasons that are meant to justify, not explain 
or rationalize, their moral convictions. This suggests that 
confabulations are there to offer sufficient justification for 
attitudes and choices, not merely motivating reasons. And 
this is something the mindreading account of confabulation 
fails to account for.

15 Fiala and Nichols (2009) argue that that typically confabulators are 
not so confident about what they’re saying. For contrary evidence, see 
Johansson et al. (2005) and Hall et al. (2012).
16 More specifically, in confabulation subjects present all things con-
sidered normative reasons, reasons that are, in their minds, sufficient 
to justify their action or attitude. For instance, in Frazer and Rob-
erts’ study on Capgras delusion, the subject does not mean to offer 
some reason to support her claim that her son has been replaced by 
an impostor, but tries to offer sufficient support for that claim (Frazer 
and Roberts 1994, p. 557).
17 The claim that confabulations are trying to provide justifications 
is discussed by Sandis (2015) and Bortolotti (2017). Greene (2014) 
takes confabulations to be aimed at justifying one’s moral judge-
ments.

18 In his paper, Jonathan Haidt considers the mechanism by which 
we arrive at moral judgments, asking whether our moral judgments 
are made intuitively or as a result of reasoning. He claims that moral 
judgments are made by reliance upon unconscious intuition and that 
reasoning is merely ex post facto. In line with Haidt’s view, Greene 
argues that “[o]ur automatic settings gives us emotionally compelling 
moral answers, and then our manual modes go to work generating 
plausible justifications for those answers” (2001, p. 300). For a dis-
senting voice offering a different interpretation of Haidt’s experiment, 
see Royzman et al. (2015).



196 M. Bergamaschi Ganapini 

1 3

4  An Argumentative View of Confabulation

In the reminder of the paper, I would like to offer a unify-
ing account of the underlying mechanism (and motivation) 
behind confabulation. The starting point of my analysis is 
that, in answering questions such as “why did you ϕ?”, con-
fabulations are arguments rather than self-reports. That is, 
in making confabulating statement R, an agent A offers R as 
part of an argument for her ϕing. Accordingly, my proposal 
is then that whatever malfunction (e.g. defective source 
monitoring) may be causally responsible for specific con-
fabulatory occurrences, our reasoning mechanism—whose 
biological function is arguably not to form correct attitudes, 
but to argue—is the key element generally responsible for 
the occurrence of some typical cases of confabulations (both 
pathological and normal). Accordingly, the view proposed 
here is that a confabulation is (i) a (usually) false or ill sup-
ported set of statements, (ii) offered—with no intention 
to deceive—as an argument to support some decision or 
attitude ϕ, (iii) produced by the argumentative reasoning 
mechanism usually in a situation in which the subject is not 
aware of the causes that formed ϕ in the first place. I take 
conditions (i–iii) to be jointly sufficient, although perhaps 
not necessary, to generate confabulations.19 I also believe 
that conditions (i–iii) apply to and make sense of all the 
examples of confabulation mentioned above.

In the previous section I attacked the view that sees con-
fabulations as simply offering a (faulty) psychological story 
about the origins of our attitudes. In contrast, I claimed that 
usually confabulations are offered to play the role of good, 
sufficient basis for attitudes and choices. In other words, con-
fabulations’ primary function is normative rather than psy-
chological. More specifically, confabulations are arguments, 
i.e. sets of “propositions of which one is claimed to follow 
from the others, which are regarded as providing support or 
grounds for the truth of that one” (Copi and Cohen 1990, 
p. 6). To be clear, arguments are not simply sets of proposi-
tions connected by inferences, but consciously entertained 
representations in which “[t]he premises are seen as provid-
ing reasons to accept the conclusion” (Mercier and Sperber 
2011, pp. 57–8). The premises of an argument, in general, 
are meant to both justify and ground the accepted conclu-
sion, that is they are meant to show that the conclusion is not 
only justifiable but is also an attitude that is in fact based on 
sufficient normative reasons. If, as I claim, confabulations 
belong to arguments, that means that the conclusion of the 

argument a confabulation is part of, is the content of the 
attitude the confabulatory statements are meant to justify 
and provide a basis for. Of course, as argued above, an atti-
tude can be a basis for another attitude even if it did not take 
part in its formation. Argumentation is generally intended 
to provide ex-post/doxastic justifications (Goldman 1979), 
namely justificatory reasons that ground one’s conclusions 
but not necessarily explain how those came to be from a 
psychological standpoint. Don’t get me wrong: as we per-
ceive (and want others to perceive) ourselves as rational and 
reliable, we may offer justifications also as psychological 
explanations. But I don’t think this point is key to explain 
what confabulations typically are.20

Take for instance a case of Frazer and Roberts’ study 
of a subject with Capgras delusion. When her delusion is 
challenged, the subject confabulates false statements that 
supposedly speak in favor of believing that her son has really 
been replaced by an impostor. Oblivious as she is to the ill-
grounded nature of those statements, she takes them to be 
very valid reasons. Has she offered these claims as revealing 
causal motivators too? Possibly, but the key here is that her 
confabulated reason-giving is there to epistemically support 
a claim she takes to be unmistakably true. Had she admitted 
she had no support for her delusional thinking, she would 
have been unable to hold her ground and reassert the truth 
of her delusion. It seems she wants to avoid that at all costs, 
and so she confabulates. As Turner and Coltheart (2010, p. 
350) explain, these types of confabulations are primarily 
offered to “serve the purpose of defending an initial claim” 
by providing the premises of an argument for it.

4.1  The Mechanism Behind Confabulation

In the study conducted by Johansson et al. (2005), partic-
ipants were ready to offer reasons for choices they never 
made (though they were told they did), and adopt those 
choices as theirs as a result. This case of confabulation is 
quite unique as subjects here not only prefer to confabulate 
rather than to admit they have no reason for their choice (as 
it happens in other cases), but they also prefer to confabulate 
rather than second-guessing whether they ever made that 
choice in the first place. I believe this suggests that, at least 
in some contexts and situations, the need to present oneself 

19 Nothing I say below precludes the possibility that some confabula-
tions may be the result of mechanisms other than reasoning. However, 
I take it that my account can explain examples A to F better than any 
other account and it offers a comprehensive, general account of the 
phenomenon of confabulation.

20 When I offer an argument for an attitude I already hold, its prem-
ises, namely the reasons that supposedly justify its conclusion, can 
also at times function as the causes for why I came to that conclusion 
in the first place. That said, however, in some cases the premises of an 
argument are not meant to figure as parts of the causal process lead-
ing to the formation of an attitude. As I mentioned before, basis need 
not be causal. Thus, I can offer an argument to justify a conclusion I 
hold while admitting that I did not form that conclusion because of 
those causes.
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as having an argument is more important than discerning 
whether that argument supports a choice we really made (as 
opposed to a choice others think we made). But why do we 
care so much about showing off our argumentative skills? I 
believe the answer is: to foster our status as trustworthy com-
municators, to project an image of reliability and rationality, 
and possibly to convince others to endorse our views.

To see why, we need to take a little detour into Dan Sper-
ber’s account of communication and the theory of reasoning 
he has recently worked out with Hugo Mercier. According to 
Sperber, communication is the result of a complicated bal-
ance between two conflicting interests: the receiver of infor-
mation wants to acquire reliable, true information, whereas 
the sender wants the receiver to trust her. Before accepting 
the information (or decision) coming from the sender, the 
receiver will evaluate its content and its source. Meanwhile 
the sender will offer the receiver reasons to convince her. 
Since at times informants may try to deceive and misin-
form, receivers have to have ways to filter out potentially 
false information. That is why we—qua receivers of infor-
mation—are endowed with mechanisms that check the reli-
ability and plausibility of what we are told. Indeed, there is 
now mounting evidence that we have a suit of folk-epistemo-
logical cognitive mechanisms (“epistemic vigilance”) with 
the function to check the reliability of the communicated 
information by screening the authority and knowledge of the 
testimonial source, while evaluating the content of her testi-
mony based on other things we know (Sperber et al. 2010).

When it comes to our role as senders of information, in 
contrast, we produce arguments to convince others and pro-
vide them with reasons for a given conclusion. For Mercier 
and Sperber, argumentative reasoning is the mechanism that 
creates these arguments. As they put it, “[t]he mental action 
of working out a convincing argument, the public action 
of verbally producing this argument so that others will be 
convinced by it, […] correspond to what is commonly and 
traditionally meant by reasoning” (Mercier and Sperber 
2011, p. 59).

On this view, reasoning is the result of a meta-represen-
tational mechanism that evaluates the normative “relation-
ship” between premises and conclusion. The inner work-
ings of our reasoning mechanism are not accessible though 
introspection, and the mechanism itself delivers its out-
puts—namely, arguments—as a result of intuitions (Mercier 
and Sperber 2011). Although these intuitions usually track 
rational norms, they are often skewed in favor of the reason-
ers. That is, in reasoning, we come up with claims that look 
like normative reasons for things we already believe/intend/
desire with little interest for whether they in fact support 
them. In fact, on Mercier and Sperber’s view of reasoning, 
reasoning has a biological function, and its function is not to 
discover the truth or make sound decisions, but to produce 

arguments to support one’s conclusions and to convince oth-
ers to endorse those conclusions too.21

Similarly, it seems quite plausible that confabulations are 
there to play the role of normative reasons to support the 
agent’s beliefs, choices and actions. And this is compatible 
with the fact that in many instances of confabulation we offer 
(putative) normative reasons as sufficiently good basis for a 
choice, an action or a mental attitude we have. Reasoning is 
the culprit here, namely it is the mechanism that—in absence 
of alternative explanations—produces confabulations to pro-
ject a normative and rational picture of our minds.

4.2  Strengths of the Argumentative View 
of Confabulation

Why should we accept this view? For starters, the argumen-
tative view has a broader explanatory power than its com-
petitors: it explains what some of its competitors can account 
for (confabulations are offered as psychological basis for 
attitudes) while also delivering better descriptions of the 
actual cases (confabulations are primarily offered as good, 
sufficient basis for attitudes). In the sense of ‘argument’ I 
use here, arguments are meant to offer what philosophers 
call ex-post or doxastic justifications: claims that not only 
support but also ground one’s conclusions. It turns out that 
each time we offer an argument, the premises are intended 
as good and sufficient basis for our conclusions. Similarly, 
confabulations are arguments, in which we primarily offer 
what we take be good and sufficient grounds for attitudes we 
have. At times, these grounds could be intended also as the 
origins for those attitudes (as advocated by my opponent), 
but the emphasis is on the normative aspect not the psycho-
logical one.22 Because the emphasis is on the normative I 
believe reasoning is usually responsible for confabulations, 
not mindreading.23 This more comprehensive approach is 

21 And Mercier and Sperber are not alone in thinking that reason-
ing has a social-argumentative function. Their view of reasoning is 
indeed compatible with Haidt’s (2001) social intuitionist model. For 
Haidt, the function of reasoning (and reasons-giving) is social: it’s to 
convince others and shape their minds and views of morality, while 
defending those view and avoiding being forced to give them up.
22 Sperber and Mercier claim that argumentation has both a back-
ward and forward-looking role: “[i]n standard cases of argumentation, 
[…] the same reasons have both retrospective and prospective rele-
vance”, namely they can be used to explain what led me to form an 
attitude while also justifying that attitude (Mercier and Sperber 2018, 
p. 176).
23 Some have argued that mindreading itself is not just about describ-
ing the causal psychological forces that motivate us, but also importing 
systems of rational and moral norms (McGeer 2007; Zawidzki 2013) 
Similarly, Strijbos and de Bruin (2015) advocate for a view of confabu-
lation inspired by the idea that self-attribution is typically the result of 
(normative) “mindshaping” rather than self-directed mindreading. My 
account of confabulation is, I believe, compatible with this approach.



198 M. Bergamaschi Ganapini 

1 3

preferable as it explains what is going on in the examples of 
confabulation mentioned above, while its competitors can’t 
do that.

Reasoning and mindreading are not extraneous mecha-
nisms, to be sure. Reasoning is a metacognitive mechanism 
with some mind-reading knowledge built in, and as such 
it can explain why in confabulations we talk about mental 
states grounding other mental states (either as causes and as 
dispositional grounds). For instance, engaging in epistemic 
vigilance—which is one of the features of reasoning when 
directed to others—requires that we are able to understand 
others’ mental states before we evaluate them epistemically. 
However, when self-directed, reasoning attributes mental 
states to oneself referring to rational and normative stand-
ards for attitudes. As a result, they don’t just offer causes 
or basis for attitudes but good and sufficient basis to justify 
those attitudes. In other words, the difference between min-
dreading and reasoning is that mindreading explains and 
rationalizes attitudes: reasoning tries to prove that these 
attitudes—when they are mine—are justified and therefore 
ultimately correct (true, appropriate) attitudes. And since 
this is what we see happening in many of the examples of 
confabulation, I believe the argumentative view of confabu-
lation is better equipped than its competitor to make sense 
of confabulation.

4.2.1  The Contexts of Confabulation

The argumentative view of confabulation explains the con-
text of occurrence of confabulations and the fact that con-
fabulations are usually prompted by challenges and ques-
tions. These are the right settings for reasoning to kick in and 
fulfill its function. Of course, this does not mean that we use 
reasoning only in social contexts. Indeed, reasoning is also 
adopted preemptively to address possible challenges. Even 
in cases where nobody is watching, reasoning intervenes to 
take sides. Hence, we can see confabulation also in situa-
tions in which the subject’s confabulation is not directed to 
any audience in particular (Wilson et al. 1989).

In contrast, when the focus is not on an attitude, choice or 
action of mine, then I have no interest in defending it, and so 
no confabulation needs to take place. Indeed, when assessing 
others’ claims, choices and ideas, we seem to be are well 
aware of people’s cognitive limits (Pronin et al. 2002), and 
we know that what drives them is often not rationality but 
unacknowledged forces, difficult to introspect (Malle et al. 
2007). As Keeling (2018, p. 6) recently pointed out to object 
to the idea that confabulation is self-directed mindreading, 
“if the same inferences underpin both self- and other-ascrip-
tions, this raises the question of why confabulations follow 
a certain pattern we do not see in other-cases.” That is, it is 
surprising that when evaluating our own attitudes, all our 
insightful understanding of the human mind often magically 

disappears, and confabulation takes its place. Now, Malle 
et  al. (2007) suggests that what drives the asymmetry 
between first and third-person assessment is a motivational 
factor: we are prone to offer a flattering portray of ourselves 
and our choices, that’s why we are blind to our possible 
shortcomings and talk of ourselves in terms of ‘reasons’. 
Based on the view offered here, part of the asymmetry is also 
due to the fact that the mechanism behind the two assess-
ments is different: we often use mindreading when we want 
to explain others’ minds, whereas when we try to account 
for our own actions and attitudes argumentative reasoning 
usually takes over.24

4.2.2  Confabulations’ Epistemic Shortcomings

Confabulations are usually false and ill-grounded, and 
although they are offered as normative reasons for atti-
tudes, they in fact often offer poor support for those atti-
tudes. Remarkably, however, those who confabulate do 
not feel the need to check and second guess them. The 
argumentative view easily explains these epistemic short-
comings: if the point of reasoning is to convince others 
and defend oneself, then it is not surprising that reason-
ing looks for reasons in support of the agent’s viewpoint. 
When evaluating and forming arguments, we fall prey of 
the well-known confirmation bias (Nickerson 1998, p. 175; 
Mercier and Sperber 2011). We are mostly prone to accept 
information that is in line with what we already believe, 
and are blind with respect to the epistemic shortcomings 
of claims, views, or studies that support what we take to 
be true. Now this confirmation bias and the function of 
reasoning explain, according to Mercier and Sperber, why 
our reasoning-skills seem so poor. Indeed, there is now a 
strong body of evidence that shows that humans often do 
not conform to principles of rationality and don’t evaluate 
arguments based on those principles (Stein 1996). As Mer-
cier and Sperber put it, reasoning “falls short of delivering 
rational beliefs and rational decisions reliably”, and that, 
“in a variety of cases, it may even be detrimental to ration-
ality. Reasoning can lead to poor outcomes not because 
humans are bad at it but because they systematically look 

24 When evaluating others’ thoughts, ideas and actions in com-
municative contexts, we use reasoning and epistemic vigilance too 
(Mercier and Sperber 2011). Also, it is reasonable to expect that, in 
some cases, we are able to overcome the impulse to confabulate and 
prevent reasoning from producing (bad) justifications. In Nisbet and 
Willson’s famous study only one subject—a student who was taking 
psychology courses—mentioned that his choice may have been due to 
a positioning effect. A possible interpretation of this unique instance, 
is that the student, being aware of the forces that often influences our 
decisions, was able to prevent reasoning from taking over.
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for arguments to justify their beliefs or their actions” 
(2011, p. 72).25

On the argumentative view of confabulation, confabula-
tion is the result of the biases and failings that plague rea-
soning more generally. Since reasoning grabs any plausi-
ble support for our attitudes that looks like a justification 
(especially in absence of explanations for those attitudes), 
it is not surprising that those alleged reasons will be false 
and poorly supported statements (and thus not real reasons 
at all). Because reasoning produces confabulations, and 
because reasoning is not interested in the truth, the result is 
that confabulations are epistemically problematic, and yet 
the confabulator seems to miss that.26

4.2.3  Why Do We Confabulate?

Many accounts of confabulation see confabulation as driven 
by a motivational component. This is usually seen as an atti-
tude of some kind (e.g. desire, intention) that explains the 
content of the confabulation and its occurrence (i.e. why we 
confabulate instead of admitting ignorance) (Conway et al. 
2009; Sullivan-Bissett 2015). In the literature, there have 
been attempts to explain the motivation behind confabula-
tion and why subjects prefer to confabulate instead of admit-
ting ignorance. They often do so to avoid embarrassment for 
having gappy memories or inconsistent beliefs (Sullivan-
Bissett 2015, p. 557; McKay and Kinsbourne 2010, p. 291), 
and because “giving a confident answer is socially rewarded 
and advantageous as opposed to saying ‘‘I don’t know”” 
(Bortolotti and Cox 2009: 961) while also creating a sense 
of self and stability (Ramachandran 1996, p. 351). Another 
suggestion is that confabulation is motivated by a desire, 
present in every case of confabulation, to fulfill the “obliga-
tion to knowledgeably explain our attitudes by reference to 
motivating reasons” (Keeling 2018).

Contrary to these views, I believe that the motivation 
behind confabulation is not a desire or intention, but a 
drive intrinsic to the biological function of our reasoning 

mechanism (Mercier and Sperber 2011). In the examples 
of confabulation we saw above, the argumentative rea-
soning mechanism delivered false and ill-grounded state-
ments, intended to depict the agent’s attitudes as supported 
and/or motivated by good reasons and sound arguments. 
My hypothesis is that the motivation behind this process 
is rooted in the biological function of our argumentative 
reasoning mechanism to prepare ourselves to be better at 
communication, by enhancing our reputation and influencing 
others (Mercier and Sperber 2011). In contrast, admitting 
one sees no clear epistemic or pragmatic value or support 
in one’s choices and claims, is possibly very socially costly. 
Having good reasons for choices and attitudes and having 
arguments that are coherent and make sense, allow us to 
present ourselves as rational agents. Since good reasons 
are conducive to forming true judgments and making good 
choices, reasoning attempts to present ourselves as dependa-
ble (epistemic and practical) agents. This will likely enhance 
our reputation, making it possible for us to gain more cred-
ibility as communicators which will also enable us to bypass 
others’ epistemic vigilance more frequently, influence them 
more, and possibly spread our values (Mercier and Sperber 
2018).

5  Conclusion

In this paper, I made two related points. I offered a new 
account of the nature of confabulations, arguing that these 
are statements generally offered to justify attitudes, choices 
and actions. Then, I argued that confabulation is not the 
result of a failing self-directed mindreading because min-
dreading is not typically involved in confabulation. In con-
trast, confabulations are the product of our argumentative 
reasoning mechanism whose function is to advocate for the 
correctness and rationality of attitudes we already hold. 
Although it is possible that the phenomenon of confabula-
tion reveals that we often lack knowledge of the real causes 
of our attitudes, I suspect that this failure in self-understand-
ing is due to a more fundamental rational failure: those who 
confabulate are oblivious to the fact that they are offering 
faulty reasons to support mental attitudes for which they 
often lack sufficient justification to begin with.
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when these really matter to them (see also Bortolotti and Cox 2009).
26 Although reasoning is already prone to produce epistemically 
faulty confabulations, I suspect that in some cases, this tendency 
may be more severe due to the presence of pathologies. In pathologi-
cal cases, confabulation is an attempt to justify beliefs, emotions or 
choices that are already extremely odd and implausible.
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