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4 Metaethics out of speech acts?
Moral error theory and the possibility of
speech

Jonas Olson

1 Introduction

Are there moral facts? According to moral nihilism, the answer is no. Some
moral nihilists are moral error theorists, who think that moral judgements pur-
port to refer to moral facts, but since there are no moral facts, moral judgements
are uniformly false or untrue.1 Terence Cuneo has recently raised an original and
potentially very serious objection to moral error theory (Cuneo 2014). Accord-
ing to Cuneo’s ‘normative theory of speech’, normative facts, some of which are
moral facts, are crucially involved in explanations of how it is that we are able to
perform illocutionary speech acts, such as asserting, promising, and command-
ing. Many versions of moral error theory reject not only moral facts, but also
normative facts of the kind Cuneo takes to be among the prerequisites of our
abilities to perform illocutionary speech acts. If Cuneo’s argument is successful,
then, moral error theory has the unsettling implication that we do not speak, and
possibly that we cannot speak. I shall argue, however, that the argument ulti-
mately fails, chiefly because its core premise fails to establish that illocutionary
speech acts are normative in the first place.

The plan of the paper is as follows: In the next section, I explain Cuneo’s
normative theory of speech and his ‘speech act argument’. In section 3, I
highlight what I take to be the main weakness of the argument. This leads to
a dilemma for the normative theory of speech, to be elaborated in section 4.
Section 5 finally considers some attempts to restore Cuneo’s argument. My
conclusion will be that they fail, and that moral error theory survives intact.

2 The normative theory of speech and the speech act argument

In order to understand Cuneo’s argument, consider the following scenario: You
find yourself in the company of certain members of the Swedish literati and you
become strongly inclined to humble their national pride. In order to achieve
this, you remind them of a course of events you know that they find embar-
rassing, by uttering the sentence ‘There was no Nobel Prize in literature awar-
ded in 2018’. According to J. L. Austin’s seminal work on speech acts, you will
thereby have performed three distinct speech acts: first, the locutionary act of



uttering the sentence; second, the illocutionary act of asserting that there was
no Nobel Prize in literature awarded in 2018; third, the perlocutionary act of
humbling the national pride of at least some of your company (Austin 1963).

One typically performs illocutionary acts by way of performing locutionary
acts. But it is clear that one can perform a locutionary act, such as uttering
the sentence ‘There was no Nobel Prize in literature awarded in 2018’ without
thereby performing an illocutionary act, such as asserting that there was no
Nobel Prize in literature awarded in 2018. The question most relevant to
Cuneo’s argument concerns what explains the ‘by-way-of ’ relation that holds
between illocutionary and locutionary acts. In Cuneo’s terms, performances
of locutionary ‘count-generate’ performances of illocutionary acts and we
want to know what explains this relation.2 Cuneo’s answer is that normative
facts – among them moral facts – play a crucial role in the explanation
sought after. Here is his transcendental ‘Speech Act Argument’:

1 Agents perform illocutionary acts, such as asserting, promising, and
commanding.

2 Illocutionary acts are count-generated by locutionary acts. But locu-
tionary acts are not sufficient for the count-generation to occur; there
must be something else to explain why it occurs.

3 It is an agent’s having the rights, responsibilities, and obligations of being
a speaker that explains (at least in part) why the count-generation of
illocutionary acts occurs.

4 So, agents have the rights, responsibilities, and obligations of being
speakers.

5 If an agent has the rights, responsibilities, and obligations of being a
speaker, then moral facts exist.

6 So, moral facts exist. (Cuneo 2014: 24)

As is clear from its conclusion, the Speech Act Argument is an argument for
moral realism. I follow Cuneo in taking moral realism to be the view that there
are moral facts, i.e., the negation of moral nihilism. Cuneo’s main concern is
not to defend a particular brand of moral realism, although he sympathises
with robust moral realism, according to which moral facts are irreducibly nor-
mative. For the purposes of this paper, however, we need not take a stand on
this issue. Since moral error theory of the kind I am interested in denies the
existence of moral facts, the Speech Act Argument is of great interest to pro-
ponents of moral error theory, whatever they think of the nature of moral facts.

What can be done to resist the conclusion of the argument? Premises (1)
and (2) are difficult to deny, while (3)–(5) look more questionable. Let us try
to get a better understanding of premise (3). It is the key claim of Cuneo’s
normative theory of speech. The theory tells us that:

for an agent to perform an illocutionary act by way of performing a
locutionary act, he must alter his normative position with respect to his
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audience, this alteration consisting in the fact that he acquires certain
rights, responsibilities, and obligations vis-à-vis his audience, and vice
versa. (Cuneo 2014: 32)

The normative theory of speech thus holds that qua speakers, we stand in
certain normative relations to our audiences in that we have various standing
rights, responsibilities, and obligations vis-à-vis our audiences. By uttering
certain sentences in certain contexts, we can alter these normative relations
and take on new rights, responsibilities, and obligations, and this all amount
to performing illocutionary acts.3 Let us take promising and asserting as our
guiding examples in illustrating the theory. Regarding the first, Cuneo holds
that speakers have the following standing obligation:

In ordinary speech situations, if an agent presents himself as having made a
promise, then he is obligated to intend to do as he says. (Cuneo 2014: 43)

Suppose that I utter the sentence ‘I promise to buy you coffee tomorrow’ in an
ordinary speech situation. What explains the fact that I have thereby promised
to buy you coffee tomorrow is, in part, that by uttering the sentence in that
context I have taken on an obligation to intend to buy you coffee tomorrow.

Now consider the act of assertion. Suppose that you utter the sentence
‘There was no Nobel Prize in literature awarded in 2018’ in an ordinary
speech situation. What explains the fact that you have thereby asserted that
there was no Nobel Prize in literature awarded in 2018 is, in part, that by
uttering the sentence in that context, you have taken responsibility for the
state of affairs that there was no Nobel Prize in literature awarded in 2018, in
the sense that were it the case that the Nobel Prize in literature in 2018 was
awarded to someone, you would be liable to correction, blame, admonition,
or the like (Cuneo 2014: 93). Moreover, if what you said was in fact true, but
you did not believe there was no Nobel Prize in literature awarded in 2018, or
if you had no evidence that there was not, you would also be liable to criti-
cism, perhaps of being disrespectful to your audience (Cuneo 2014: 85).

This is a quick and rough summary of premises (3) and (4), which amount
to Cuneo’s normative theory of speech. Cuneo adds the claim that some of
the rights, responsibilities, and obligations that explain the count-generation
of illocutionary acts by locutionary acts are moral (Cuneo 2014: 77), hence
premise (5). Cuneo’s argument for this claim is largely an inference to the best
explanation kind of argument (2014: 77), according to which some of the
rights, responsibilities, and obligations involved in the count-generation of
illocutionary acts are such that ‘if we attempt to offer an illuminating and
sufficiently nuanced characterization of [them], we will find ourselves appeal-
ing to moral concepts to describe them’ (Cuneo 2014: 84). The best explana-
tion of this, according to Cuneo’s argument is that they are indeed moral
(Cuneo 2014: 84).
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It seems highly plausible to me that there are conventional norms that per-
tain to conversation; norms to the effect that speakers will be admonished if
they assert something that is not true, or something for which they have no or
inadequate evidence, or something that they do not themselves believe, and so
on. Interlocutors have corresponding rights to take speakers at their word and
hold speakers responsible if they violate norms of the kind just mentioned.
These conventional norms of conversation are in place because they are impli-
citly or explicitly recognised to be to everyone’s advantage.4 I thus find premise
(4) of the Speech Act Argument plausible, at least as long as the rights,
responsibilities, and obligations associated with being a speaker are thought of
as conventional. I find it a lot less plausible that they are moral, as premise (5)
maintains. I even find it unconvincing that they appear to be moral, as Cuneo
suggests in support of premise (5). (One might think that Cuneo’s claims are
more plausible in the case of promises than in cases of other illocutionary acts,
such as assertion; I will come back to this is section 5.)

One observation that speaks to this point and is thus worth mentioning here is
that not only does the normative theory of speech have metaethical implications;
it also has highly controversial ethical implications. For example, if an agent’s
asserting something implies that he is liable to blame in case what he asserts is
untrue, many versions of utilitarianism are false. For according to many versions
of utilitarianism, agents are liable to blame if and only if, and because, blaming
them would maximise happiness. Hence premise (5) can be resisted not only on
metaethical grounds, but also on grounds of first-order ethical theory.

My main reservation about the Speech Act Argument, however, does not
concern premise (5), but premise (3). In my view, Cuneo fails to establish that
it is an agent’s having the rights, responsibilities, and obligations of being a
speaker that explains (at least in part) why the count-generation of illocu-
tionary acts occurs. This failure is instructive, because once exposed it
becomes difficult to see how any theory of illocutionary acts according to
which they are constituted by norms can be made to work. In order to illus-
trate this point, let us focus on what Cuneo says about assertion.

3 Presenting the world as being a certain way and asserting

Consider Cuneo’s example of a standing responsibility of speakers:

In ordinary speech situations, if an agent presents the world as being a
certain way and things are not as he presents them, then he is liable to
correction, blame, admonition, or the like. (Cuneo 2014: 60, see also 85)

As Cuneo points out, speakers are not liable to correction, blame, or admonition
merely for having uttered something false. For example, a radio show host who
utters the sentence ‘The Moon is made of cheese’ in order to test whether the
sound system works properly is clearly not liable to such criticism. The propo-
nent of the normative theory of speech – the normativist – could say that this is
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because the show host has not committed herself to it being the case that the
Moon is made of cheese. But it sounds at least as plausible to say that the show
host is not liable to criticism because she has not asserted that the Moon is made
of cheese, and also that this is why the show host has not committed herself to
anything regarding the constitution of the Moon.5

The normativist could also try saying that the radio show host is not liable
to correction, blame, or admonition because she has not presented the world
as being such that the Moon is made of cheese. This raises the question of
what it is to present the world as being a certain way. It seems plausible that a
speaker who utters the sentence ‘There was no Nobel Prize in literature
awarded in 2018’ in an ordinary speech situation, such as a conversation
about recent Nobel laureates or about the dysfunctionality of the Swedish
Academy, has thereby presented the world as being a certain way, whereas the
radio show host has not presented the world as being a certain way, in
the same sense of ‘presenting the world as being a certain way’. But now the
suspicion arises that this seems plausible because the sense of the phrase
‘presenting the world as being a certain way’ presupposed here is the act of
assertion, or something close to it.6

As I have already indicated, it is a plausible view that there are conven-
tional norms of conversation and that among them is the norm that one is
liable to correction, blame, or admonition if one asserts something that is not
the case. But that cannot be the right way of understanding the supposed
standing obligation of speakers, pertaining to assertion, which we are now
considering. For remember that, according to the normative theory, norma-
tive facts are part of the explanation of the count-generation of illocutionary
acts by locutionary acts. Suppose that the normativist proposes that the
standing responsibility under consideration be understood in the following
way: in ordinary speech situations, if an agent asserts that the world is a cer-
tain way and things are not as he asserts, then he is liable to correction,
blame, admonition, or the like.

Again, that seems plausible enough in itself, but the normativist cannot
plausibly maintain that this normative fact is part of the explanation of the
count-generation of illocutionary acts of assertion by locutionary acts. Such
an explanation would be circular, since explanandum (assertion) would figure
in explanans (normative facts). The explanation of why a speaker, S’s, utter-
ance of ‘P’ count-generates S’s asserting that p would be, or involve, the nor-
mative fact that if the world is not as S asserts, S is thereby liable to
correction, blame, admonition, or the like. It is easy to see that this point can
be made, mutatis mutandis, not only about assertion, but about other illocu-
tionary acts too, such as promising, commanding, requesting, etc.

However, the mere fact that explanandum appears in explanans need not
be intolerably problematic, for not all forms of circularity are vicious.7 Con-
sider, for example, one of the most well-known examples of a social fact: what
explains the fact that an item, such as a note or a coin, is money, or a means
of payment, is that the item is generally considered as money, or a means of
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payment.8 In Lloyd Humberstone’s terms, this explanation is analytically cir-
cular, but not inferentially circular (Humberstone 1997). It is analytically cir-
cular since the concept of money, or means of payment, appears both in
explanandum and explanans. However, since the concept of money, or means
of payment appears, in a ‘suitably protective embedding’ in the explanans (i.e.,
within the scope of ‘generally considered as’), the explanation is not inferen-
tially circular.9 We can determine the extension of the explanans without first
determining the extension of the explanandum.

To take another familiar example, consider a version of the dispositional
theory of colour, according to which for an object to be red is for it to cause
experiences of redness in suitable subjects under normal conditions. This for-
mulation of the theory is (overly) crude and underspecified because it does
not yet say what it is for subjects to be suitable and for conditions to be
normal. But I am not here interested in how best to formulate the disposi-
tional theory of colour or whether it is in the end defensible.10 My point is
only that it is not obvious that circularity is a decisive worry for the theory,
not even for the crude and underspecified version under consideration. The
reason is, once again, that the concept to be explained – i.e., redness –
appears suitably protectively embedded in the proffered explanans. We have
an independent grasp of experiences of redness that does not presuppose or
require grasp of what it is for an object to be red. Here it can be plausibly
maintained that the explanans is explanatorily prior to explanandum.

Do these considerations of non-vicious circularity bring hope to the Speech
Act Argument and the normative theory of speech? No. For remember that we
said that it is plausible that there is the following normative fact: in ordinary
speech situations, if an agent asserts that the world is a certain way and things
are not as he asserts, then he is liable to correction, blame, admonition, or the
like. But in order to determine whether this norm applies to an agent’s utterance,
we first need to determine whether that utterance is an assertion. In contrast to
the two cases sketched above, we cannot in this case hope to determine the
extension of the explanans without first determining the extension of the expla-
nandum, and we do not seem to have a grasp of the explanans that is in the
relevant way independent of our grasp of explanandum.11 The explanation of
assertion in terms of normative facts pertaining to assertion that the normative
theory of speech offers therefore looks viciously circular.

It might be objected that the previous paragraphs seem to presuppose that
explanation is an epistemic notion, whereas Cuneo takes it to be primarily meta-
physical. But I cannot see that that matters much. The fact that some norm of the
kind we have considered applies to an utterance cannot be what makes that utter-
ance an assertion or a promise, since in order for the relevant norm to apply, the
utterance must already be of the suitable kind, i.e., an assertion or a promise, etc.

Is there a way of understanding the act of presenting the world as being a
certain way that does not render the normativist’s explanation of the count-
generation of illocutionary acts by locutionary acts viciously circular? We
have seen that there seems to be a sense of the phrase ‘presenting the world as

78 Jonas Olson



being a certain way’ in which it signifies assertion, or something close to it.
But Cuneo has explained (in personal correspondence) that he has in mind
another sense of ‘presenting the world as being a certain way’, in which per-
formance of any illocutionary act involves presenting the world as being a
certain way. In this sense, one can present the world as being a certain way
without thereby asserting anything, as, for example, when one engages in fic-
tion or storytelling. Joking is another example. Cuneo’s suggestion, then, is
that presenting the world as being a certain way can be understood in a wide
sense, according to which engaging in fiction or storytelling, joking, and
asserting are different ways of presenting the world as being a certain way.

This suggestion has problematic consequences for Cuneo’s claim about
speakers’ standing responsibility. To see why, suppose that someone utters
the sentence ‘Donald Trump received the Nobel Prize in literature in 2018’
in the course of telling a horror story or making a joke. It seems plausible
that the storyteller or joker is thereby presenting the world as being a certain
way, in Cuneo’s intended sense of the phrase. But it is not plausible, of
course, that the storyteller or joker is liable to correction, blame, or
admonition for having presented the world in the wrong way. Whoever tries
to impose such criticisms has misunderstood the concept of storytelling or
the concept of jokes.

At this point, Cuneo might stress that the norm according to which
speakers are liable to correction, blame, or admonition if they present the
world as being in a certain way, and the world is not in that way, applies only
in ordinary speech situations.12 It is plausible enough that the situation in
which the radio show host utters the sentence ‘The Moon is made of cheese’
in order to test the sound system is not an ordinary speech situation, and that
this explains why she is not liable to correction, blame, or admonition for
having presented the world as being in a way in which it is not. What about
storytelling? Are all cases of storytelling instances of speech situations that
are not ordinary? That seems far from clear. It seems clear, however, that
joking occurs in very many ordinary speech situations. But again, whoever
tries to correct, blame, or admonish a joker for having presented the world in
the wrong way has misunderstood the concept of jokes.

As Cuneo concedes (in personal correspondence), in order to defend the
claim that in ordinary speech situations, if an agent presents the world as
being a certain way and things are not as he presents them, then he is liable to
correction, blame, admonition, or the like, one would have to offer a non-
circular and non-arbitrary account of ordinary speech situations.13 It is
unclear what such an account would look like. It is likely that it would run
into the same kind of circularity worries that we have just seen arise for the
view that the count-generation of illocutionary acts of assertion is explained
(in part) by the norm that in ordinary speech situations, if an agent asserts
that the world is a certain way and things are not as he asserts, then he is
liable to correction, blame, admonition, or the like.
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4 A dilemma for the normative theory of speech

We can now pose the following dilemma for the normative theory of speech:
On a narrow interpretation of what it is to present the world as being a cer-
tain way, according to which to present the world as being a certain way is to
assert that the world is in that way, it is true that in ordinary speech situa-
tions, if an agent presents the world as being a certain way and things are not
as he presents them, then he is liable to correction, blame, admonition, or the
like. (That is, it is true that there is a conventional norm of conversational
etiquette to this effect.) But the normativist cannot appeal to this normative
fact in the explanation of the count-generation of illocutionary acts of asser-
tion by locutionary acts, since that would make the explanation viciously
circular, as we saw in the preceding section.

On a wide interpretation of what it is to present the world as being a cer-
tain way, according to which one can present the world as being a certain way
not only by asserting but also by telling stories, joking, etc., it is false that in
ordinary speech situations, if an agent presents the world as being a certain
way and things are not as he presents them, then he is liable to correction,
blame, admonition, or the like. Hence it is not a fact that in ordinary speech
situations, if an agent presents the world as being a certain way and things are
not as he presents them, then he is liable to correction, blame, admonition, or
the like. Hence this (supposed) fact is not part of the explanation of the
count-generation of illocutionary acts of assertion by locutionary acts, for
there is no such fact.

It bears emphasising that this kind of dilemma can be posed for the nor-
mative theory regarding a wide range of illocutionary acts. As a quick illus-
tration, consider again Cuneo’s example of a standing obligation of speakers,
pertaining to promises:

In ordinary speech situations, if an agent presents himself as having made a
promise, then he is obligated to intend to do as he says. (Cuneo 2014: 43)

On a wide interpretation of what it is to present oneself as having made a
promise, according to which one can do so without promising, e.g., in the
course of engaging in fiction or making a joke, it is false that in ordinary
speech situations, if an agent presents himself as having made a promise, then
he is obligated to intend to do as he says. On a narrow interpretation,
according to which presenting oneself as having made a promise is tanta-
mount to making a promise, the explanation of the count generation of illo-
cutionary acts of promising by locutionary acts, is viciously circular. For in
order to determine whether the norm that is part of the explanans applies to
an agent’s utterance, we first need to determine whether that utterance is a
promise. This kind of dilemma generalises to any normative theory of speech
acts of the kind Cuneo defends.
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At this point, it is worth considering whether there are other versions of the
normative theory of speech, different from Cuneo’s, that escape the dilemma.
Here is a proposal concerning speakers’ standing responsibilities pertaining to
assertion:

In ordinary speech situations, if a speaker, S, utters the declarative sen-
tence ‘P’, thereby expressing the proposition that p, and if S is (would be)
liable to correction, blame, admonition, or the like if p is (were) not true,
then S has asserted that p.

This is not a circular account, since the explanandum does not appear in the
explanans. Is this, or something like it, what explains the count-generation of
the illocutionary act of assertion by the locutionary act of uttering a sentence? I
believe not. At least, it is not the best explanation available. The first problem I
want to bring to the fore concerns explanatory superfluity. It is a widely
recognised and endorsed principle that necessarily, if something has a norma-
tive property, it has this property in virtue of some non-normative property or
properties. For example, it must be the case that if a speaker is liable to cor-
rection, blame, admonition, or the like, for having uttered a sentence that
expressed an untrue proposition, then the speaker’s utterance has non-norma-
tive properties that make the speaker have the normative property of being
liable to correction, blame, admonition, or the like. Now, it seems that these
non-normative properties suffice to explain the count-generation of the illocu-
tionary act of assertion by the locutionary act of the uttering of a sentence.
Normative properties seem from this point of view explanatorily superfluous.

The normativist might retort that normative properties are in the end not
explanatorily superfluous since the only unity to be found among locutionary
acts that count-generate acts of assertion are found at the normative level. I
am not sure what such a view has going for it.

Regardless of that, it is doubtful that the proposed standing responsibility
is extensionally adequate as an explanation of assertion. It seems possible for
a speaker to be liable to correction, blame, admonition, or the like, for utter-
ing a sentence ‘P’, thereby expressing the proposition that p, although the
speaker has not asserted that p. Consider, for example, offensive or degrading
jokes. In the course of telling such a joke, a speaker may utter a sentence that
expresses a racist or sexist proposition that is not true, and be liable to cor-
rection, blame, or admonition for it. Still, the racist or sexist joker can plau-
sibly maintain that he did not assert the racist or sexist proposition; after all,
he was ‘only joking’.14 Importantly, however, this need not absolve the
speaker of criticism. This illustrates that while the proposal under considera-
tion avoids the first horn of the dilemma – the circularity worry – it is
impaled on the second horn, in that it is extensionally inadequate. The pro-
posal makes it difficult to distinguish norms pertaining to assertion from
other kinds of norms that apply to speech acts as well as to other kinds of
acts, and do not explain the count-generation of illocutionary speech acts.15
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I conclude from this that it is difficult to see how any normative theory of
speech of the kind Cuneo defends, or of a modified but related kind, can be
made to work.

5 Moral error theory and speech: the argument restored?

If the normative theory fails, as I have argued that it does, illocutionary speech
acts are not constituted (in part) by normative facts; normative facts are not
part of the explanation of the count-generation of illocutionary acts by locu-
tionary acts. Hence moral facts do not constitute (in part) illocutionary acts,
since moral facts are a subcategory of normative facts. Moral error theorists,
then, need not respond to the Speech Act Argument by claiming that we do
not speak, they do better to reject the argument’s third premise.16

Perhaps the critic of moral error theory can at this point change gear and
argue that although illocutionary acts are not (in part) constituted by moral
facts, they entail moral facts, according to plausible substantive ethical views.
Recall that I have granted that there are conventional norms of conversation,
pertaining, for example, to assertions and promises. Suppose that the critic of
moral error theory contends that at least some of these norms are best viewed
as moral norms. One suggestion might be that if a speaker asserts something
in an ordinary speech situation, her interlocutors have a moral right to cor-
rect, blame or admonish her if things are not as she asserts. Another sugges-
tion along the same lines is that if a speaker promises something in an
ordinary speech situation, she has a moral obligation to intend to do as she
says she will. Such a move can be viewed as an adaptation of premise (5) of
the Speech Act Argument. If it is correct, it follows after all that if we speak,
i.e., if we perform illocutionary speech acts, there are moral facts.

As an argument against moral error theory, this kind of move is, however,
blatantly question-begging. Moral error theorists simply deny the substantive
ethical view that an agent’s assertion implies that her hearers have moral
rights to correct, blame, or admonish her in case the assertion is not true.
Similarly, moral error theorists deny that an agent’s deliberate infliction of
pain on another implies that the agent’s action is morally wrong. The latter
kind of denial is of course among the features that make moral error theory
highly controversial and difficult to accept. The former kind of denial, in
contrast, is probably a majority view, endorsed not only on metaethical
grounds but also by some ethical theories, such as many versions of utilitar-
ianism (see section 2 above).

It might seem more promising to suggest that promises entail moral obli-
gations, in particular that promisors have a moral obligation to intend to do
as they promise. But again, if this is put forward as a substantive ethical view,
moral error theorists along with defenders of conflicting ethical views, such as
some versions of utilitarianism, will simply reject it. Suppose instead that the
suggestion is that it is a conceptual truth that if you promise to do something,
you thereby acquire a moral obligation to intend to do as you promised. This

82 Jonas Olson



view too can be rejected. What is true is only that according to the social
institution of promising, if you promise to do something, you thereby acquire
an obligation to intend to do as you promised.

We need to distinguish, as did J. L. Mackie, between speaking from within
an institution and describing it, speaking from the outside (Mackie 1977: 67–
77, 80–82). A chess-player who says or thinks that the rook must not be
moved diagonally speaks or thinks from within the institution of chess. We
can also describe the institution from the outside and say that the rules of
chess require players not to move the rook diagonally. Similarly, for the
institution of promising: we can describe it from the outside by specifying
what agents engaging in the institution are thereby committed to. An agent
who uses the institution of promising by uttering the words ‘I promise’, in an
appropriate context, subjects herself to its rules and requirements. In Hume’s
words, the sincere promisor ‘subjects himself to the penalty of never being
trusted again in case of failure’ (Hume 1978: 522). In a similar vein, the ser-
ious chess-player subjects herself to the rules and requirements of chess, and
she subjects herself to the penalty of not finding future opponents in case he
fails to respect the rules of chess.

On many substantive ethical views, including many versions of utilitarian-
ism, there are moral reasons to respect and comply with the rules and
requirements of the institution of promising. Moral error theorists of course
reject such reasons and this is yet another feature that makes the view con-
troversial and difficult to accept. Lest it be thought that moral error theorists
are debarred from making promises, it is worth emphasising, as Mackie did,
that there is no inconsistency involved in making a promise, thereby endor-
sing the institution (i.e., letting oneself be guided by its requirements and
accepting the consequences of violating them), and at the same time denying
that there are moral reasons to comply with its rules and requirements.17

It is time to conclude. I have not offered any positive account of illocu-
tionary speech acts. For all I have said in this paper, it remains unexplained
how it is that we perform illocutionary acts by way of performing locutionary
acts. But if my argument is correct, it has the significant upshot that no
explanation that is partly normative, in the manner of Cuneo’s normative
theory of speech, is likely to succeed.18

Notes
1 It is somewhat tricky to provide a definition of moral error theory that is wholly

accurate, but the niceties are not relevant to the purposes of this paper. For dis-
cussion, see Olson 2014: ch. 1.

2 Cuneo 2014: 16–18. Two points of clarification: First, it is typically also the case
that perlocutionary acts are performed by way of performances of illocutionary
acts. But the relation between these two types of speech acts is not of great rele-
vance to Cuneo’s argument. Second, ‘count-generation’ is a term of art that Cuneo
introduces to signify the non-causal explanatory relation that holds between locu-
tionary acts and illocutionary acts. According to Cuneo’s definition ‘an agent’s
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performing an action φ count-generates his performing an action ψ just in case his
φing generates his ψing and his φing counts as his ψing (at least in part) in virtue
of his φing.’ (2014: 17–18). Cuneo is open to the possibility that we say simply that
locutionary acts generate illocutionary acts (2014: 18, n. 22). The choice of termi-
nology seems to me unimportant. For the sake of simplicity, I shall mostly stick to
Cuneo’s terminology.

3 See Cuneo 2014: 29, 31, 34–43, 77, 85, 93.
4 This way of thinking about conventional norms goes back at least to David

Hume’s theory of justice (Hume 1978: Book III). See also David Lewis’s work on
convention (Lewis 1969).

5 According to the normative theory of speech, a speaker has asserted that p
because, in ordinary speech situations, she is liable to correction, blame, or
admonition if things are not as he has presented them to be. This seems to me to
put the cart before the horse. Intuitively, in ordinary speech situations, if a speaker
asserts something that is not true, he is liable to correction, blame, or correction
because he has asserted something that is not true. For Cuneo’s reply to this
objection, see Cuneo 2014: 56, 59, 98–100. In a forthcoming paper that came to
my attention too late for me to give it due consideration here, Cuneo expands on
his response to this objection (see Cuneo, forthcoming).

6 I take it that one can present the world as being a certain way by using some
medium of communication other than words, e.g., painting or photography. But
note that the supposedly explanatory normative fact we are considering concerns
ordinary speech situations.

7 For a discussion of benign and vicious forms of circularity, see Humberstone 1997.
8 See John Searle’s influential work on social ontology, e.g., Searle 2010.
9 Humberstone 1997: 253.
10 For a discussion of circularity worries for dispositional theories of colour, which

relate to Humberstone’s account of types of circularity, see Burgess 2007.
11 Peter Pagin makes a similar point in the course of criticising normative accounts of

assertion (Pagin 2011: 100–101).
12 See the quote above, and Cuneo 2014: 60.
13 In Cuneo forthcoming, Cuneo writes that ‘[r]oughly, to present things as being a

certain way is for an agent to perform some locutionary act in a way such that, in
standard conditions, his audience would reasonably hold that he thereby commits
himself to things [being] as he presents them’ (p. 7). Two comments about this: (1)
the qualifier ‘in standard conditions’ is as much in need of explanation as is
‘ordinary speech situation’. (2) Intuitively, what makes it reasonable for an audi-
ence to hold that a speaker has committed himself to things being a certain way is
that it is reasonable for the audience to hold that the speaker has performed some
illocutionary act, such as asserting, promising, etc. The cart-before-the-horse
objection thus arises anew (see n. 5 above).

14 The following case of sexual infringement, which recently appeared in a Swedish
court, illustrates the point: In a speech at a graduation party, a male student identi-
fied another student as the ‘fuck girl of the year’. The male student could say in his
defence (and did say, I suspect), that he was only joking and so did not assert that
his fellow student was the fuck girl of the year. He might well have been right about
that, but, needless to say, that clearly does not render him not liable to correction,
blame, or admonition for what he (falsely) uttered, where the liability has nothing to
do with the kind of speech act he performed. (The male student was sentenced to
pay a fine and an indemnity to the student who suffered the infringement).

15 Christine Tiefensee has suggested (in personal conversation) that normativists
might get out of this difficulty by specifying the grounds on which speakers are
liable to correction, blame, or admonition. For example, normativists might pro-
pose that one has asserted something only if one has uttered something and is
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liable correction, blame, or admonition for having uttered a falsehood or an
untruth, if what one uttered is (were) false or not true. It seems to me that this
proposal does not remedy the worry about extensional adequacy, for racist and
sexist jokers – such as the male student mentioned in the example in the preceding
endnote – are often liable to correction, blame, admonition, or the like, inter alia,
for having uttered a falsehood or an untruth.

16 Cuneo considers the ‘hard-line’ reply to the Speech Act Argument, according to
which we do not (cannot?) speak, and finds it wanting (Cuneo 2014: 170–176).

17 Mackie 1977: 67–77. Mackie made these points in the course of responding to
John Searle’s well-known attempt to derive ought from is.

18 Predecessors and earlier versions of this paper have been presented at a seminar at
Stockholm University, at a workshop on companions-in-guilt arguments in
metaethics at the ACU campus in Rome in August 2017, at a workshop on nor-
mativity at Uppsala University in December 2017, and at a workshop on error
theory at the University of Luxembourg in December 2018. I thank the audiences
for helpful feedback, in particular Matti Eklund, Anandi Hattiangadi, Sebastian
Köhler, Nick Laskowski, Jessica Pepp, Gideon Rosen, Bart Streumer, and Chris-
tine Tiefensee. Special thanks to Terence Cuneo for helpful written feedback.
Finally, I wish to thank the students who took part in my graduate seminar on
Speech and Morality at Stockholm University in the spring of 2017.
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