
learned that their essay would be read second, just as did those
who wrote counterattitudinal essays (arguing that tuition should
be raised) who learned that their essay would be read second-
to-last.

The best explanation of these and many similar findings is as
follows (Carruthers 2011). People who have had their freedom
of choice made salient to them appraise their essay-writing
action as having been bad, and this makes them feel bad. When
asked later about their attitudes on the topic, they rehearse the be-
havioral alternatives open to them in the manner of Damasio
(1994) and select the one that they appraise as presenting their
action as not bad, thereby ameliorating their negative affective
state. This will often involve saying something other than they
believe. Indeed, people will embrace any one of a number of be-
havioral strategies to rid themselves of negative affect in these
experiments, including not only shifting their expressed attitude
on the subject matter of the essay, but also denying responsibility
for the action or denigrating the importance of the issue. More-
over, they adopt the first such opportunity that is offered to
them, and thereafter their responses to the remaining questions
are unchanged (Gosling et al. 2006; Simon et al. 1995). As a
result, it is implausible that any of their attitudes had really
changed in advance of the questions being asked.

What happens, then, when free-choice participants in standard
(nonboomerang) counterattitudinal essay-writing experiments are
later questioned about their attitudes is this. The question acti-
vates their standing attitude (e.g., that raising tuition would be
bad) while also activating the goal of saying what one believes,
or saying what is true. This goal on its own would lead them to
say “Strongly opposed.” But they also have the goal of making
themselves feel better (or perhaps: the goal of presenting their
previous action as having been a good one). This second goal on
its own would lead them to say “Strongly in favor” (because in
that case their action of arguing in support of a rise in tuition
would be appraised positively, and not merely neutrally). But in
fact participants tend to answer around the midpoint, thereby
partly satisfying each goal while fully satisfying neither. Moreover,
it is quite unlikely that either of these goals operates consciously.
(For example, participants surely could not be aware of their atti-
tude that raising tuition would be bad, or they would then be
aware that their answer is a dishonest one, and this would make
them feel worse, not better.)

I conclude, then, that not only do goals initiate behavior in ways
that are unconscious, with some goals preempting the activity of
others (as H&B claim), but sometimes competing goals can
cooperate or compromise unconsciously; in the latter case, to
the partial satisfaction of each.

A deeper integration of Selfish Goal Theory
and modern evolutionary psychology
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Abstract: Conceptually integrating Selfish Goal Theory with modern
evolutionary psychology amplifies theoretical power. Inconsistency, a key
principle of Selfish Goal Theory, illustrates this insight. Conflicting goals
of seeking sexual variety and successful mate retention furnish one
example. Siblings have evolved goals to cooperate and compete, a
second example. Integrating Selfish Goal Theory with evolutionary
theory can explain much inconsistent goal-directed behavior.

Huang & Bargh (H&B) present a novel meta-theory of human be-
havior that draws from the success of the genes-eye perspective,
the dominant paradigm within modern evolutionary theory. It is

inspiring that mainstream psychologists are increasingly acknowl-
edging some of the central tenets of evolutionary psychology.
These include: (1) that evolution by selection is the fundamental
creative force behind the origins of human psychological mechan-
isms (Buss 1995; Tooby & Cosmides 1992); (2) that theories of
human psychology inconsistent with known principles of evol-
utionary biology stand little chance of being scientifically correct
(Symons 1992); and (3) that because many adaptations, including
evolved goals, are somewhat specialized for different functional
behavioral output, their manifestations will sometimes be in con-
flict with each other and individuals will consequently be, or
appear to be, inconsistent (Buss 2012; Kurzban 2012).
We propose that the utility of Selfish Goal Theory will be

strengthened by even fuller conceptual integration with the prin-
ciples of evolutionary psychology. Evolution by selection is an
essential and logically necessary explanation of the origin of the
psychological mechanisms that underlie human behavior. Evol-
utionary theory provides not merely a metaphor for explaining be-
havior, but rather an indispensable set of causal principles for
explaining why humans have the goals toward which they strive.
When properly applied, the genes-eye perspective can be useful
in predicting not only specific human goals, but also the “design
features” of the underlying mechanisms, including the many prop-
erties of goals that H&B describe.
A concrete example from evolutionary psychology illustrates

this important point. H&B highlight inconsistency in behavior
over time as one of the key principles of Selfish Goal Theory.
Inconsistency serves as a useful test case for demonstrating the
utility of an increased emphasis on evolutionary principles
because identifying inconsistencies follows from identifying
specific goals and their manifestations. A more complete ground-
ing of Selfish Goal Theory in evolutionary psychological principles
would facilitate the identification of inconsistency because an
evolutionary perspective guides researchers to specific evolved
goals, as well as the behavioral inconsistencies that may exist
when these goals conflict.
Consider two plausible evolved goals within the mating domain

for which there is abundant empirical evidence: (1) the desire for
sexual variety (e.g., Schmitt et al. 2003; Symons 1979), and (2) the
goal of keeping a long-term mate sexually faithful (e.g., Buss et al.
1992; Daly et al. 1982). Acting on a desire for sexual variety by
having an extra-pair copulation seems inconsistent with endorsing
moral and political condemnations of adultery and promiscuity in
others, which is hypothesized to function in promoting long-term
sexual fidelity in one’s partner (Kurzban et al. 2010). But these
apparent behavioral inconsistencies are not psychologically incon-
sistent because they derive from two separate evolved psychologi-
cal adaptations.
A qualitatively different form of inconsistency highlighted by

evolutionary psychology occurs in human sibling relationships.
Human siblings share, on average, 50% of their genes by descent,
poising sibling relationships to be highly cooperative according to
inclusive fitness theory (Hamilton 1964). However, given their
50% lack of genetic relatedness, their similar age, and their
shared environments, siblings are also sometimes in competition
for major resources such as parental investment, social status, and
availablemates. These facts combine to suggest that sibling relation-
ships will simultaneously be among the most cooperative and con-
flictual human relationships (Buss 2012). One sibling might rush to
the other’s aid in a battle with a common enemy at one time, while
attempting to monopolize a larger share of parental resources at the
expense of the other at another time. The often conflicting evolved
goals of investing in close kin and securing resources from shared
environments furnish precise predictions about the forms see-
mingly inconsistent behavior will take.
Conflicting mating goals and conflicting goals within kinship

relationships are just two of the many domains in which evolved
psychological mechanisms give rise to inconsistency or apparent
inconsistency (Buss 2012; see also Kurzban 2012). The key
point is that knowledge of evolved goals and their potentially
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contradictory manifestations is enhanced by analysis of the adap-
tive functions of goals. A closer conceptual integration of Selfish
Goal Theory with evolutionary psychology furnishes the theoreti-
cal power required to generate very specific predictions about the
domains in which different goals generate inconsistent, or see-
mingly inconsistent, behavior.

In sum, we believe that Selfish Goal Theory, which draws from
modern evolutionary biology and psychology, is an important con-
ceptual step in the right direction.We suggest that a deeper concep-
tual integration with evolutionary psychology will provide an even
richer set of empirical predictions about the ways in which selection
has forged the psychological mechanisms thatmake humans behave
in ways that seem highly goal-driven, and the design features of
goals that lead to apparent or real behavioral inconsistencies. We
hope that other psychologists will follow the lead of H&B and
build upon the important first steps their theory provides in creating
psychological theories not just consistent with, but explicitly driven
by, known principles of evolutionary theory.
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Abstract: It may be useful to consider the application of Huang & Bargh’s
(H&B’s) theory of unconscious motivational processes to psychopathology.
In disorders of compulsivity and impulsivity, an unconscious habit system
may play a key role in explaining ego-dystonic or self-destructive
behaviour. H&B’s theory may provide some insights into understanding
conditions such as obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and drug
addiction; however, additional work is needed to address the
neurocircuitry and neurochemistry mediating their abnormal underlying
motivational processes.

Huang & Bargh (H&B) propose an interesting theory of uncon-
scious motivation, based in part on evolutionary principles.
Early clinical notions of unconscious processes highlighted their
importance in compulsive and impulsive disorders, and the
target article does refer on occasion to such conditions (e.g.,
drug addiction). It may, however, be useful to pay additional
emphasis to such psychopathology, with particular reference to
the question of whether H&B’s arguments are valuable in explain-
ing not only normal, but also abnormal motivational processes.

The inconsistency principle, for example, seems particularly
apparent in individuals with compulsive and impulsive disorders,
such as obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and addiction.
Early on Freud emphasized the important contrast between
obsessional and hysterical neurosis. More recent work continues
to describe how individuals with OCD engage in repetitive behav-
iour despite acknowledging the absurdity of such compulsions
(Foa et al. 1995); similarly, individuals with addiction are unable
to cease drug consumption despite being aware that this is not
in their bests interests (Loewenstein 1996).

There is growing evidence that an unconscious habit system
may play a crucial role in explaining the inconsistency seen in

both OCD and drug addiction. OCD may be characterized by
an underlying vulnerability to habit formation (Gillan et al.
2013). Although drug addiction may be precipitated by an under-
lying vulnerability to impulsivity, the addiction process is stimulus-
driven and characterized by repetitive, inflexible, and persistent
behaviour despite associated negative consequences (Everitt &
Robbins 2005; Volkow & Fowler 2000). Put differently, habits
restrict agency by prompting automatic responses to environ-
mental cues (e.g., a dirty toilet in OCD, an inviting pub in alcohol-
ism), regardless of whether or not the outcome is detrimental to
the individual (Dickinson 1985). Crucially, habits may be a
driving mechanism in both avoidant (e.g., OCD) and appetitive
(e.g., drug addiction) motivational processes (Gillan et al. 2013).
Typically, behavioural control is maintained through a balance
between the goal-directed system and the habitual system (Dick-
inson 1985; de Wit & Dickinson 2009). The appropriation of
control away from the goal-directed system toward the habitual
system in OCD and drug addiction may be underpinned by
anomalies in the frontostriatal circuits governing these functions
(Balleine & O’Doherty 2010; de Wit et al. 2012).

Although habitual behaviour in drug addiction and OCD seems
to be defined by a relative lack of goal-directedness, H&B’s theory
of the “selfish” nature of goals may well have some application to
abnormal motivational processes in these disorders. Specifically,
one may consider habits characterizing OCD and drug addiction
to be “selfish,” insofar as they involve adaptive systems. Thus,
several authors have emphasized that precautionary behaviours
and reward-seeking behaviours have an evolutionary basis
(Nesse & Berridge 1997).

We suggest that H&B’s theory provides some useful insights
into understanding compulsive and impulsive disorders insofar
as it emphasizes continuity between unconscious and conscious
motivational processes, in addition to the notion of the “selfish”
or adaptive nature of habitual processes. However, we would
argue that additional work is needed in order to address the neu-
rocircuitry and neurochemistry that characterize the relevant
motivational processes; there is a good deal of relevant literature
(e.g., Everitt & Robbins 2005; Graybiel & Rauch 2000) that
may contribute to delineating the precise way in which such pro-
cesses operate, and which may be of specific value in the treat-
ment of psychopathology.

What’s in a goal? The role of motivational
relevance in cognition and action
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Abstract: We argue that it is possible to go beyond the “selfish goal”
metaphor and make an even stronger case for the role of unconscious
motivation in cognition and action. Through the relevance of a
representation (ROAR) framework, we describe how not only value
motivation, which relates to “selfish goals,” but also truth motivation and
control motivation impact cognition and action.

Huang & Bargh (H&B) present an impressive review of research
on unconscious sources of cognition and action. From our per-
spective, however, in their resolve to clear the path for the
“selfish goal” metaphor, they may have missed an opportunity to
make an even stronger case for the role that unconscious motiva-
tional processes play in cognition and action. Here, we outline
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