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"Have an ax to grind" is an idiomatic expression that means to have a hidden agenda or personal motive behind one's actions or 
statements. It implies that someone has a specific goal or bias they are trying to promote, often with a sense of resentment or 
personal gain. The phrase originated from an old practice where a person would need to sharpen or grind an ax in order to be 
better prepared for their work. 

 

When someone is said to "have an ax to grind," it suggests that their actions or words are driven by personal interests, grudges, 
or a desire for revenge rather than genuine concern or objectivity. It implies a hidden agenda that may not be immediately 
apparent. 

 

The phrase can be used in various contexts. It may refer to individuals who engage in political debates to further their own 
agendas or personal vendettas, journalists who selectively report information to support a particular narrative, or even 
employees who seek to undermine others in the workplace for personal gain. The underlying theme is the presence of a personal 
bias or ulterior motive that influences their behavior or actions. 

 

The metaphor of grinding an ax emphasizes the idea that individuals with a hidden agenda or personal motive are figuratively 
sharpening their tool to further their own interests. They may manipulate facts, distort information, or use rhetoric to advance 
their own cause without regard for truth or fairness. 

 

It is important to exercise caution when encountering someone who may have an ax to grind. It is essential to critically evaluate 
their arguments, consider their underlying motives, and seek a balanced perspective. Being aware of personal biases and hidden 
agendas can help navigate conversations and make more informed decisions. 

 

However, it is crucial to note that not everyone who expresses strong opinions or advocates for a particular cause has an ax to 
grind. Passion and dedication to a cause are not necessarily indicative of hidden motives. It is essential to differentiate between 
individuals genuinely advocating for change and those driven by personal interests. 

 

In conclusion, "having an ax to grind" refers to having a hidden agenda or personal motive behind one's actions or statements. It 
suggests that individuals are driven by personal gain, grudges, or biases rather than genuine concern or objectivity. Being aware 
of such motives can help in critically evaluating information and navigating discussions with a more discerning perspective. 

 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. Can you think of any recent examples in politics, media, or personal relationships where someone may have had an ax to grind? 
How did their hidden agenda or personal motive impact the situation? 

2. How can we identify when someone has an ax to grind? What are the warning signs or red flags that may indicate a hidden agenda 
or personal bias behind their actions or statements? 

3. In what ways can having an ax to grind hinder effective communication and collaboration? How can we navigate conversations 
with individuals who may be driven by personal motives while maintaining open-mindedness and fairness? 

4. Have you ever found yourself in a situation where you realized you had an ax to grind? How did you address or overcome your 
personal bias or hidden agenda? What lessons did you learn from that experience? 

5. How can we foster a culture of transparency and genuine intentions in various spheres of life, such as politics, media, or the 
workplace? What steps can be taken to encourage individuals to act with integrity and minimize the prevalence of hidden agendas 
or personal motives? 


