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A Speech-Act Perspective on the Rules of Assertion
Aldo Frigerio

Abstract: Philosophical debates on assertion norms advance different rules for when
assertions count as proper or warranted. In this paper, I show that in order to resolve
these debates, engagement with speech act theory can be fruitful. In particular, a
speech act may be infelicitous or ‘unhappy’ for different and mutually independent
reasons. Specifically, an assertion may be defective either for reasons concerning the
epistemic position of the speaker, or for reasons concerning the state of the world.
The speaker may be held responsible for the former but not for the latter. The same
distinction also applies to other speech acts. If all participants in the debate were to
acknowledge that an assertion may be improper for different reasons, the discussion
would lose its rationale.

When is an assertion proper or warranted qua assertion? What are the norms
governing assertion?What should a speaker do when asserting something? In
the literature, there are three main theories that address these questions:

(KN) Knowledge norm: You should assert p only if you know p (Williamson
1996; DeRose 2002)

(JN) Justification norm: You should assert p only if your belief that p is justified
(Douven 2006; Lackey 2007)

(TN)Truth norm: You should assert p only if p is true (Weiner 2005; Whiting
2013)1

This is anOpen Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which this article
has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

1 This is not an exhaustive classification. For instance, another theory appeals the sincerity
norm (Hindriks 2007; Bach 2010), according to which one should assert p only if one believes
p. However, proponents of this position often argue that a belief is proper only when it is true
and justified. Thus, indirectly, they end up deriving knowledge norm (KN) from the sincerity
norm. Other scholars have proposed even more stringent norms than KN. For example,
García-Carpintero (2004) argues that one should assert p only if the addressee thereby
comes to be in a position to know that p, and Turri (2011) asserts that not only must p be
asserted only if one knows p but also that the assertion must express the knowledge of the
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Participants in this debate usually do not relate the concepts of proper or
warranted to the notion of felicity of speech acts. However, I believe such a
concept could shed light on this controversy. In this paper I seek to show
that the debate originates from the fact that its participants have focused
on two different aspects that the speech act of assertion must possess in
order to be considered successful: (1) the speaker must be sincere, and
his or her beliefs must be based on sufficiently reliable sources; (2) what
the speaker asserts must be true. Condition (1) is subjective in the sense
that it depends on the responsibility of the speaker. It is indeed their
responsibility to be sincere and to ground their knowledge only on
sources that are acknowledged as reliable. Condition (2), by contrast,
is objective and depends on how things stand in the world. As I shall
show, the two conditions are independent in the sense that one may
obtain without the other. This distinction was suggested to me by what
Austin says concerning the felicity of speech acts. In my interpretation
of Austin’s text, the term ‘felicitous’ is used for everything that a
speaker can do in order for their act to be successful. However, Austin
states that speech acts can be defective for other reasons, beyond those
he encompasses under the concept of felicity. Regarding assertion,
these reasons coincide precisely with the worldly side of norms. These
different notions of appropriateness are both legitimate, and therefore
all participants in the debate have their share of reason. However, all par-
ticipants in the debate are also mistaken in insisting that the norm of asser-
tion they propose is the only norm and that assertions cannot be improper
for other reasons as well. It seems to me misguided to insist that there is a
single reason why assertions may be improper. The purpose of this article is
thus to, in a sense, dissolve the debate on assertion norms.

The paper is structured as follows: in the first section, the two sides of the
norms, one dependent on the responsibility of the speaker and the other one
dependent on the world, will be illustrated, and it will be demonstrated that all

assertor. Since these norms present both an epistemological and an ontological aspect, they
can be treated as on a par with KN for the purposes of this paper.
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proposals agree on the first side side. In Section 2, it is shown that, at least on
one possible interpretation of Austin’s text, the speaker side coincides with
what Austin called the felicity of a speech act and the world side with further
improprieties that not only assertion but also many other speech acts can
have. In Section 3, it is demonstrated that it is not possible to interpret the dis-
tinction between the two poles (speaker side and world side) as that between
rules and aims. Assertions, like all speech acts, have a certain purpose and can
fail in that purpose for both reason dependent on the behavior of the speaker
and for reasons regarding how things are in world. In Section 4, the theory
proposed here is compared with another, in certain respects similar, theory
advanced by Marina Sbisà. Section 5 concludes the paper.

1. Epistemic and Worldly Norms
The norms of assertion proposed in the literature refer to an epistemic
and/or to a worldly aspect. JN concerns the epistemic conditions in
which a subject must find themselves to correctly assert a proposition. At
least in principle, these conditions are controllable by the speaker who
wants to assert something. TN, in contrast, concerns the relationship
between what is asserted and the world. A speaker can do everything in
their power to assert a true proposition, but if the world ‘does not
cooperate,’ their assertion may turn out to be false. There are cases of blame-
less mistakes in this regard. Consider, for example, Ann observing the wall in
front of her. It appears red to her. She then says: ‘The wall is red.’ Unbe-
knownst to Ann, however, a light, which Ann cannot see, is projected
onto the wall, making it appear red. What Ann says is false; yet Ann is not
responsible for her mistake. The truth of what is said is not entirely control-
lable by the subject and also depends on external circumstances.

KN combines the two types of conditions: it requires both that the
subject be in an epistemically appropriate state and that that there is an
appropriate relationship between the content of the assertion and the
world. Precisely because of this second aspect, defenders of KN have recog-
nized that in certain cases KN is not respected without the speaker being
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accountable for the violation of the norm.2 DeRose (2002), a defender of
KN, has argued in this regard that there are two types of impropriety regard-
ing the rule of assertion (and any other rule). De Rose speaks of primary (im)
propriety regarding an act that follows or does not follow the rule. But there
is also a secondary (im)propriety that is determined by whether the agent in
question reasonably believes that the act conforms to the norm. So, an act
can be primarily improper but secondarily proper. An easy example that
does not concern assertion is the following: Paul retrieves his car from his
mechanic where he had taken it for repair. Unbeknownst to Paul, the
mechanic tampered with the speedometer, which now shows 10 km/h
less than the actual speed of the car. Paul sets off on a road where the
limit is 50 km/h and, observing the speedometer, believes he is traveling
at 50 km/h and therefore complying with the limit. In fact, he is traveling
at 60 km/h. So, he is breaking the traffic law while reasonably believing he
is following it.

In rules like JN, which pose conditions in principle entirely controllable
by the subject, the distinction between primary and secondary impropriety
is not applicable. If the speaker asserts p without having a justified belief in
p, they are always to be considered responsible for improperly asserting p.
In such a case, either the speaker does not believe p or they believe it unjus-
tifiably, and therefore their belief is somehow reckless and imprudent.
Therefore, they are always subject to criticism for asserting p. One of the
arguments advanced by defenders of JN is precisely based on this: if a
subject has taken all precautions not to speak falsely, then their conduct
is in no way criticizable, and consequently neither is their assertion. For
example, Lackey (2007) gives the example of two twins placed on different
planets, Earth and Twin Earth, and finding themselves in identical

2 So, for instance, Williamson (1996): ‘it is winter, and it looks exactly as it would if there were
snow outside, but in fact that white stuff is not snow but foam put there by a film crew of whose
existence I have no idea. I do not know that there is snow outside, because there is no snow
outside, but it is quite reasonable for me to believe not just that there is snow outside but
that I know that there is; for me, it is to all appearances a banal case of perceptual knowledge.
Surely it is then reasonable for me to assert that there is snow outside’ (509).
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epistemic conditions. Both are justified in believing p. But while on Earth, p
is true, on Twin Earth p is false.

If my twin … , acquires on the basis of experiences indistinguishable from my
own the same sorts of beliefs as me, then her beliefs should be regarded as
reasonable. Given this, my twin also should not be subject to criticism for offer-
ing the same assertions as me, even if the truth value of our respective assertions
varies significantly. According to [KN and TN], however, while I may be acting
in perfect accordance with the norm of assertion, my twin is consistently violat-
ing such a norm and is therefore open to constant criticism. This seems like the
wrong result. (Lackey 2007, 607)

Similarly, Kvanvig (2009) has made a distinction between the act of assert-
ing and its content. When the speaker is justified in asserting a content that
unfortunately turns out to be false, what is faulty is the content and not the
act. If the speaker were to discover that the content was false, the subject
would withdraw the content of the assertion but would not apologize for
the assertion itself.

However, there is something on which proponents of KN and JN agree:
to assert p correctly, the speaker must be in certain epistemic conditions.
Specifically, they must have adequate evidence that p is true. In fact, some-
thing even stronger holds: it is impossible to aim to follow JN without
thereby aiming to follow KN and vice versa. This follows from what Smith
(2016) calls the normative coincidence constraint (NCC):

(NCC) It is not possible for one to aim for the (possible) situation in which one
forms a belief that qualifies as justified but not as knowledge.

If NCC holds, then the conditions that the speaker must aim to meet to
satisfy JN are the same as those they must aim to meet to satisfy KN. In
other words, concerning what a speaker can do, namely what a speaker
can control, the two norms coincide.

Paradoxically, this also holds for proponents of TN. In attempting to
satisfy this norm, a speaker must strive to say something true. Consequently,
a speaker must assert p only if they have sufficient reason to believe that p is
true. Precisely because we must tell the truth, we must put ourselves in the
best conditions to do so. Therefore, we must assert p only if we are justified
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in believing it to be true. Take, for example, the view of one of the propo-
nents of TN, Whiting (2013). According to Whiting, one is warranted to
assert p only if p is true. The fact that p is true is a reason for asserting p.
But this still tells us nothing about the speaker’s awareness of that reason
or their epistemic relation to it. In particular, it also tells us nothing
about the reasons that a speaker can have to assert p:

To say that S has a reason to f in the relevant sense is not merely to say that there
exists some reason for S to f, but that in some way this reason is in S’s posses-
sion, that she is aware of or recognizes it, that she stands in a suitable epistemic
relation to it. Specifically, to say that S has a reason to f in the relevant sense is to
say that she is able to act in light of or for that reason, that she is in a position to
f because of it. (856)

According to Whiting, a speaker has a reason to assert p when they know p.
In other words, given that the truth of p constitutes a reason to affirm p, we
can affirm p because p is true only if we know p. If Whiting’s theory holds, it
is impossible to aim to follow TN without thereby aiming to follow KN. If we
assume this version of TN, then TN, KN, and JN are normatively coincident
from the subjective point of view, that is from the point of view of what a
speaker can do to assert properly.3

This has a surprising consequence: if we consider what the speaker must
do, that is, the course of action they must follow, there is no disagreement
among the various participants in the debate on the norms of assertion.
The epistemic conditions that the speaker has the power to control coincide.
From a certain point of view, we can therefore say that there is no

3 Even though in a less evident way, this is also true for the view of another advocate of TN,
Weiner (2005). He states that: ‘if assertions are governed by the truth norm, the hearer may
reasonably expect that the speaker has some warrant for what she says. The most plausible war-
rants for assertions … will generally be, in conjunction with truth, sufficient for knowledge.
Recall first DeRose’s distinction between primary and secondary propriety/impropriety: if
an act is governed by a norm, primary propriety is determined by whether the act conforms
to the norm, and secondary propriety is determined by whether the agent has reason to
believe that the act conforms to the norm. Thus, if assertion is governed by the truth norm,
an assertion is secondarily improper if the speaker does not have reason to believe that it is
true’ (235–236).
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disagreement on what the speaker should do. This statement obviously needs
to be qualified, specifying the sense of should. It refers to what the speaker
must implement, the course of action they must undertake. However, as
we will see in the following section, there is another sense of should.

2. Norms and Felicity
The disagreement among proponents of the various norms of assertion
revolves around something else. While defenders of JN claim that being in
the right epistemic situation is sufficient to follow the norm of assertion,
defenders of TN and KN argue that this is not enough: the world must
conform to what we assert, meaning the asserted statement must be true. As
mentioned, this not only depends on the speaker but also on external circum-
stances that are only to a certain extent under their control. These are there-
fore different conditions from the epistemic ones we have discussed so far.

Should these additional conditions be included among those necess-
ary for a correct assertion? The thesis I intend to defend here is that
there are two types of defects into which assertions may fall: one con-
cerns the speaker’s epistemological conditions, and the other concerns
external circumstances.4 In this regard, I consider it useful to draw a
comparison between assertions and other speech acts, since, as will be
shown, it is possible to delineate two kinds of problems for other
speech acts as well, problems that are closely connected with those
that assertions may encounter. To articulate this distinction, I take it to
be helpful to refer to certain passages in Austin (1962) concerning the
types of infelicities, unhappinesses, and errors to which a speech act
may be subject. More generally, I believe it is fruitful to relate the
debate on assertion norms to the study of the felicity conditions of
speech acts: the notions of “improper” or “unwarranted” assertion, as

4 The thesis defended here differs from that proposed by Kemp (2007), for whom the
concept of assertion is not univocal but rather encompasses a family of partly distinct practices
governed by partly different rules. By contrast, I argue that assertion is a univocal practice gov-
erned by a set of rules that are themselves distinct from one another.

A Speech-Act Perspective on the Rules of Assertion 7



employed in the debate on assertion norms, and the notion of “infeli-
city,” as employed in the study of speech acts, are undoubtedly con-
nected, although those engaged in the debate on assertion norms have
rarely drawn upon speech act theory. In my view, however, a comparison
with speech acts and their possible failures proves to be illuminating.

Austin does not provide an explicit definition of infelicity, but it seems
plausible to hold that, when a speech act is infelicitous, its infelicity is
attributable to the speaker. Infelicities arise when a speaker invokes a pro-
cedure that does not exist or invokes it in the wrong circumstances; when
the procedure is performed incorrectly or incompletely by the speaker;
or when the speaker lacks the appropriate thoughts or feelings in perform-
ing it and fails to conduct themselves accordingly. The very labels Austin
assigns to these kinds of infelicity (“Misinvocations” for type A, “Misexecu-
tions” for type B, and “Abuses” for type G, cf. Austin 1962, 17–18) appear to
confirm that responsibility lies with the speaker.5 I acknowledge, however,
that this is my own interpretation of Austin’s text, and that objections to it
are possible.6

5 As is well known, the outcomes of these types of infelicities are different for Austin. In cases
A and B, the act is null and void. In case G, the act is successfully performed, even though it
constitutes an abuse.
6 An anonymous referee objects that there are many complexities here that ought to be taken
into account. For example, in order for a speech act to succeed, it must be heard and under-
stood; in other words, uptake must be secured. Moreover, some acts appear to require a
response or sequel from the interlocutor. One cannot, for instance, be said to have made a
bet unless the other party has expressed agreement to bet. In such cases, the act fails to
take effect, but this is not due to any responsibility of the speaker. With regard to uptake,
Austin (1962) discusses it on pp. 22–23. Here Austin is enumerating a series of cases in
which the act fails for further reasons, distinct from what he calls ‘infelicity.’ Among these
reasons is the absence of uptake on the part of the hearer. He says:

“It is partly in order to keep this sort of consideration at least for the present out of it, that I
have not here introduced a sort of ‘infelicity’—it might really be called such—arising out of
‘misunderstanding’. It is obviously necessary that to have promised I must normally:

have been heard by someone, perhaps the promisee;
have been understood by him as promising.

If one or another of these conditions is not satisfied, doubts arise as to whether I have really
promised” (Austin 1962, 22).

With regard to acts such as betting, I would argue that by their very nature they are
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Austin admits that his classification is not complete and that there are
other dimensions for which an act can be classified as ‘unsatisfactory’ or
deserving ‘criticism’ that he does not include in his concept of infelicity,
and yet they constitute another type of ‘unhappiness’:

The first thing to remember is that, since in uttering our performatives we are
undoubtedly in a sound enough sense “performing actions,” then, as actions,
these will be subject to certain whole dimensions of unsatisfactoriness to
which all actions are subject but which are distinct—or distinguishable—from
what we have chosen to discuss as infelicities. I mean that actions in general
(not all) are liable, for example, to be done under duress, or by accident, or
owing to this or that variety of mistake, say, or otherwise unintentionally. In
many such cases we are certainly unwilling to say of some such act simply that
it was done or that he did it. I am not going into the general doctrine here:
in many such cases we may even say the act was ‘void’ (or voidable for duress
or undue influence) and so forth. Now I suppose some very general high-
level doctrine might embrace both what we have called infelicities and these
other ‘unhappy’ features of the doing of actions—in our case actions containing
a performative utterance—in a single doctrine: but we are not including this
kind of unhappiness—we must just remember, though, that features of this
sort can and do constantly obtrude into any case we are discussing. (Austin
1962, 21)

Thus, according to Austin, there is a whole range of circumstances indepen-
dent of the speaker (such as duress or unintentional mistakes) that may
render the act ‘unhappy’ or even ‘void.’ However, he chooses not to
propose a general doctrine that would encompass both his concept of an infe-
licitous act and this kind of unhappiness. He reserves the concept of infelicity
of the act for those types of failures that fall under the speaker’s responsibility.
OneofAustin’s examples is togive somethingwemistakenlybelieve tobeours:

collective acts, comparable to signing an agreement or a contract, and they require the active
participation of both parties. Accordingly, they are performed only if each party carries out a
part of the procedure. Each party, therefore, performs a portion of the act. I therefore do not
take the requirement of uptake for the success of the speech act, nor cases such as betting, to
be sufficient to demonstrate that the infelicity of an act, in the sense in which Austin employs
the term ‘infelicity,’ cannot be attributed to the speaker. I do acknowledge, however, that these
are complex issues, and that my interpretation of Austin’s text is not the only possible one.

A Speech-Act Perspective on the Rules of Assertion 9



I may give something which is not in fact (though I think it is) mine to give. We
might say that this is ‘Misapplication,’ that the circumstances, objects, persons,
&c., are not appropriate for the procedure of giving. But we must remember
that we said that we would rule out the whole dimension of what might well
be called Infelicity but which arose from mistake and misunderstanding. It
should be noted that mistake will not in general make an act void, though it
may make it excusable. (42)

Another example is to give bad advice mistakenly believing that it is a good
advice. Commenting on this example, Austin says that ‘we would criticize
this as bad advice. That an act is happy or felicitous in all our ways does
not exempt it from all criticism’ (42).

A third example is that of a verdict. Austin asks us to imagine a judge’s
sentence finding the defendant guilty that is felicitous in all the senses
identified by Austin (let us assume that the procedure has been correctly
and fully completed and that the judge sincerely believes in the defendant’s
guilt). However, the defendant is innocent (42–43).

Assertions, like other speech acts, are subject to various types of ‘unhappi-
ness.’ Someconditions pertain towhatAustin referred to as felicity conditions.
Among these, there are certain ones on which participants in the debate con-
cerning the norms of assertion have particularly insisted. Even defenders of
TN agree that the speakermust assert only something for which they have suf-
ficient evidence, that is, there must be justifications for asserting what they
assert. Such a condition correspondsmore or less toAustin (1962)’s condition
A.2.7 Another condition of felicity concerns the sincerity condition,

7 With regard to A.2 and to the justifications that a speaker may have for making an assertion,
some important clarifications are in order. In general, a speaker cannot offer just any kind of
justification for their assertion: they must rely on sufficiently reliable sources. And reliability is
an intersubjective criterion, not one that depends solely on the speaker. In this respect, an
anonymous referee has objected that if the hearer does not acknowledge the speaker’s episte-
mic authority, it is doubtful whether the assertion has any effect. In general, A.2-type con-
ditions concern worldly circumstances, and it is the speaker’s responsibility to perform the
speech act only under appropriate circumstances. I would therefore summarize as follows:
an act of assertion is felicitous only if, in performing it, the speaker has an intersubjectively
reliable justification relative to the context in which it is performed and to its epistemic
standards.
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corresponding to Austin (1962)’s conditionG.1—specifically, for an assertion
to be felicitous, the speaker must believe in what they assert.

If a speaker respects these and other related conditions, then the asser-
tion is felicitous in Austin’s sense. In other words, the speaker has done
everything they could to make the assertion non-defective. Therefore,
even if the assertion turns out to be defective for other reasons, the
speaker is blameless. Supporters of JN want to capture precisely this
sense of felicity. They interpret the word ‘should’ present in JN in this
sense: it is what the speaker must implement to make their assertion
felicitous.

However, Austin reminds us that there are other dimensions for
which an act can be criticizable or unsatisfactory. These are the result
of excusable errors on the part of the speaker. As for assertions, in par-
ticular, their propositional content may be false. Supporters of TN and
KN try to capture this second dimension. Even if felicitous in the Austi-
nian sense and therefore excusable, the speaker’s assertion is neverthe-
less the result of an error and is therefore defective according to a
certain dimension. Moreover, many supporters of JN admit that there
is a sense in which justified but false assertions are ‘wrong’ (Douven
2006, 476), ‘faulty,’ ‘not good’ (McKinnon 2015, 160), or ‘suboptimal’
(Marsili & Wiegmann 2021, 10). Therefore, there is a sense of ‘should’
for which the speaker should not have asserted what they did even
though they were sincere and justified when they performed their
speech act.

What is important is that this distinction, as we have seen, is not unique
to assertion but runs through many speech acts. For example, if I give
advice to a friend, I may believe it is good advice and I may be justified in
believing it, but that advice may in fact be bad. Although I am not accoun-
table for this, there is a sense in which I should not have given that advice
because that advice is defective according to some dimension. Similarly, a
judge may convict a defendant because they believe them to be guilty
and may be justified in believing so. However, if the defendant is innocent,
then there is a sense in which the judge should not have pronounced that

A Speech-Act Perspective on the Rules of Assertion 11



sentence, and this sentence is criticizable according to a certain
dimension.8

The two types of infelicity are independent. As we have seen, it is poss-
ible for an assertion to be justified from the epistemic point of view (i.e.,
the speaker has sufficient evidence of the truth of what they say and believes
what they say) but for the assertion to be false. In such a case, we speak of
unlucky assertions. However, it is also possible for a speaker to assert the truth
without being in a position to assert it because they lack sufficient evidence
of the truth of that assertion. This occurs, for example, when, by sheer
coincidence, a speaker happens to assert something true without being
in a position to assert it. For instance, let us suppose that a friend of
mine asks me for the time, assuming that I am informed about it. In fact,
I have no idea what time it is, but since I do not feel like checking, I say
that it is 4 p.m., the first time that comes to my mind. By sheer coincidence,
it actually is 4 p.m. In this case, the speaker’s assertion is true but infelici-
tous because the correct preparatory conditions are lacking.9

The solution to the debate on assertion norms therefore consists of
recognizing that there are different ways in which an assertion can be ‘infe-
licitous’ and ‘criticizable,’ and it makes sense, as Austin did, to focus on a
certain sense of infelicity, one that entirely depends on the behavior of
the speaker. However, this should not lead to denying that there are
other senses of infelicity. Austin fully recognized them even if he did not
study them in his essay. The distinction is something that does not uniquely

8 It is worth noting that, in discussing these cases, Austin also makes a passing reference to
assertions: ‘There is insincerity here which is an essential element in lying as distinct from
merely saying what is in fact false’ (Austin, 1962, 41). This suggests that Austin regarded
false assertions as felicitous when their falsity is not due to the speaker’s insincerity but
rather to an error on their part, and that he likened such assertions to the judge’s sentence
of condemnation when the judge mistakenly believes the defendant to be guilty. Such false
assertions and such sentences of condemnation are certainly not free of defects and are
instances of ‘unhappiness’ in a certain respect, yet not in the sense of what Austin designates
as ‘felicity.’
9 As we have seen, even an advocate of TN like Weiner (2005) would say that, though such an
assertion complies with the norms, it is secondarily improper.
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concern assertion but applies equally to many other speech acts, and there-
fore it is useful to view it in this light. From a certain point of view, this sol-
ution leads to the dissolution of the debate because it recognizes that the
various participants focus on different types of ‘unhappiness’, all of
which are real. Thus, there is a sense in which all participants in the
debate are correct, depending on the type of ‘unhappiness’ under con-
sideration. There is, however, another sense in which all participants in
the debate on assertion are mistaken, insofar as they insist that assertion
can be improper for only one reason, whereas in my view it can be improper
for two distinct kinds of reasons. It seems unwarranted to maintain that
assertion is governed by only one type of norm: the various participants
emphasize one reason why assertions may be improper, but they should
also acknowledge that assertions may be improper for different reasons,
highlighted by other contributors to the debate.

This solution can also provide indications on which experiments to
conduct to try to experimentally verify what the norms of assertion are.
In my opinion, the experiments conducted so far suffer from a certain
ambiguity. Turri’s experiments (Turri 2013; 2014; 2017) are based on ques-
tions about what a speaker should do. But, as mentioned, this formulation is
ambiguous because there are different senses of should. As emphasized by
Marsili & Wiegmann (2021), should can mean

that an agent ‘should do something’ in order to follow a norm—this is what we call
a deontological reading. On the other hand, we may say that an agent ‘should’
do something in order to meet their aims, or some other standard for success—this is
what we call a teleological reading. (3)

Translated into the language adopted here, should is ambiguous between
what a speaker should do subjectively—how they should orient their
conduct—and what they should do objectively—that is, what they should
do given the objective situation in which they find themselves. Keer
(2018), Reuter & Brossel (2019), Marsili & Wiegmann (2021) in their
tests, have attempted to disambiguate the first sense of should—having
the subjects judge whether an assertion, though false, is permissible if the
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speaker was justified in believing it to be true. In other words, their tests are
designed to make it clear that the first meaning of should is intended.
However, just because an assertion is correct in this sense does not mean
it is correct in all senses. Subjects could be asked, even when the assertion
is ‘subjectively’ correct, whether it is unsatisfactory or wrong for some other
reason. My prediction is that the surveyed subjects, knowing that the asser-
tion is false, would still judge it as not entirely satisfactory. One of the main
communicative purposes of assertions, that of conveying true information,
is not achieved in the case of false assertions, even if the speaker is not to
blame for it.

3. Felicity and Aims
Marsili (2018) interprets the distinction between the epistemic and worldly
poles regarding an assertion as a distinction between rules and aims. Asser-
tions would be subject to certain rules (essentially, you must assert some-
thing only if you are justified in believing that thing) and would have
certain aims. That an assertion is true is an aim of this speech act, but
not a rule. To demonstrate that justified belief is a rule and truth an aim
of assertion, Marsili appeals to the fact that

assuming a competent and careful agent, aims characteristically allow for
unintentional failure, whereas rules do not typically allow for unintentional
failure. In other words, typically aims are such that you can try but fail to
meet them, whereas rules are such that you cannot easily try but fail to
follow them. (642)

In reality, there are cases where a subject may inadvertently violate a rule.
We have seen above the case of a tampered speedometer: the driver violates
the traffic law but does so unintentionally. More generally, no matter how
careful we are, we can inadvertently break a rule. For example, moral and
legal rules forbid us from taking possession of items that belong to others.
However, on certain occasions, if an object is identical to one that I own, I
may make a mistake and take something that is not mine. Thus, if a suitcase
is perfectly identical to mine, I may take it, thinking it is mine, even though
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I have no intention of appropriating items that are not mine. Therefore,
the fact that one can assert something false unintentionally does not
seem to be a good reason to affirm that asserting the truth is not a rule
but an aim.

Marsili acknowledges that there are exceptions and that sometimes it
can happen that we fail to follow a rule inadvertently. However, he
argues that these are not typical cases. One may therefore object to
Marsili that cases in which the speaker takes all possible precautions to
say something true but ends up saying something false are atypical cases
in which the speaker attempts to follow the rule but fails to do so. In
order to counter such an objection, Marsili would have to show that cases
in which a subject takes all precautions to follow a rule but fails are more
atypical than cases in which a speaker takes all precautions to say something
true but fails. I believe that demonstrating this would be a very difficult task.
I am inclined to think that, in both instances, we are dealing with equally
atypical cases.

Like any rational act, speech acts are performed for a reason, with a goal
in mind. Now, one of the main aim of assertions is to ensure the circulation
and sharing of true information and knowledge. This is a very important
goal from social and evolutionary perspectives. Generally, the more infor-
mation and knowledge circulate and are shared, the better the prospects
for the human species to adapt to the environment. This aim can fail for
various reasons. Some depend on the speaker. Asserting what one does
not believe or asserting something for which there is inadequate evidence
are some of the ways in which the aim of assertion, namely ensuring the cir-
culation of true information, may fail. However, like other speech acts, the
aim can fail for reasons independent of the speaker’s responsibility. For
example, despite all precautions taken, a speaker may assert something
untrue. Therefore, rather than Marsili’s proposed distinction between
rules and aims, I believe it is more useful to interpret that distinction as a
distinction between epistemic reasons why an assertion may fail its aim
and worldly reasons, not entirely dependent on the subject’s responsibility,
why it may fail.
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This highlights another problem in Marsili’s distinction. He, following
Williamson (1996), likens assertions to a game—for example, to chess. In
chess, the rules determine the set of permissible moves. But not all permiss-
ible moves are good moves to ensure a player achieves the aim of the game,
which is to checkmate the opponent. Indeed, certain moves decidedly go in
the opposite direction. Permissible moves can be good or bad depending
on whether they put a player at an advantage over the other and therefore
closer to achieving the aim. Thus, we must distinguish between permissible
moves and goodmoves for achieving the aim of the game. However, in asser-
tion, things are different: what Marsili calls permissible moves regarding
assertion are those that conform to JN, that is, they are assertions we
have called, using Austin’s language, felicitous. Now, in a sense, all such
uses are good (felicitous, indeed), meaning a speaker who makes a felici-
tous (or permissible, in Marsili’s sense) assertion does everything within
their power to ensure the aim of the assertion. Obviously, this does not
apply to games. One can perfectly follow the rules of chess without
thereby approaching the aim; for example, losing the queen without any
compensation is a permissible move but certainly not a good move. Put
this another way: a chess player can make a permissible move and yet be cri-
ticized for making a bad move. Someone who felicitously asserts something
cannot be subjectively criticized for having felicitously asserted that thing.
As everyone admits, if the assertion is felicitous but false, the speaker is
blameless and cannot be criticized for having performed that speech act
(although the act is unsatisfactory and criticizable for other reasons). Fur-
thermore, when a chess player fails to achieve the goal of the game, that is,
is beaten by the opponent, in a sense, the fault is always theirs: they made
some kind of mistake, or at least one or more moves were not optimal.
But a speaker who does not achieve the purpose of the assertion may
have taken all possible precautions and not made any mistakes from a sub-
jective point of view. In other words: in chess, the failure to achieve the goal
always depends on the player’s behavior, whereas in assertion, the failure to
achieve the goal can also depend on reasons external to the speaker. There-
fore, unlike in the game of chess, the distinction between permissible
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moves and good moves (if good is understood as what can be done to
achieve the goal) makes no sense regarding assertion and speech acts in
general. Obviously, assertion, like all human acts, can fail for other
reasons, independent of the agent’s responsibility. This is a different type
of failure, but still a failure.

4. Constitutive Rules, Maxims, Objective Requirements
Sbisà (2019) has proposed a classification of the norms governing speech
acts—including assertions—into distinct subtypes. Her classification is of
considerable interest and partially overlaps with the framework proposed
here. Sbisà distinguishes among: (1) constitutive rules, (2) maxims, and
(3) objective requirements. Constitutive rules are those whose violation
renders the act void or null: ‘Constitutive rules are widely recognized as
rules without which a certain act type would not exist and performances
of acts of that type could not occur’ (25). She identifies these rules with
Austin’s conditions A and B. With regard to assertions, Sbisà maintains
that a constitutive rule is that the speaker be in a position to make the asser-
tion. If it is apparent that the speaker ‘cannot claim the required epistemic
reliability about the subject matter of the assertion, she will not be taken to
make an assertion, but a conjecture or a guess’ (Sbisà 2020, 168). But when
is a speaker in a position to make an assertion? The requirement of knowl-
edge appears too strong, as it would imply that if one does not know p and
nonetheless asserts p, one is not genuinely making an assertion. On the
other hand, mere belief seems to be an epistemic condition that is too
weak to place one in a position to make an assertion: ‘the fact that a
speaker entertains a certain belief may explain why she sets out to
perform a certain Verdictive or, more specifically, make a certain assertion.
But it does not entitle her to that performance’ (Sbisà 2020, 169). Sbisà
therefore holds that the epistemic condition in which a speaker must be
situated in order to make an assertion lies somewhere between belief and
knowledge: it consists in the intersubjective recognition by others of his
or her capacity to transmit knowledge: ‘the speaker [is] in a position to
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assert something when she (because of circumstances and personal compe-
tence) has publicly recognizable good chances to produce an objectively
correct assertion, namely, an assertion that is true’ (Sbisà 2019, 39). Sbisà
thus recognizes two senses of knowledge, a strong one and a weak one. It
is the latter that coincides with the condition in which the speaker must
be situated in order to be in a position to assert something:

We might therefore want to distinguish between knowledge in the full sense of
the word, as an agent’s cognitive reliability enabling her to make assertions that
are true, and knowledge in a weaker sense, as a (defeasible) status an agent is
endowed with thanks to social or interpersonal agreement, entitling her to
make assertions and give the audience her guarantee for their truth. (Sbisà
2020, 170)

Yet, this view still implies that if the speaker lacks publicly recognized justi-
fication for p, then, in asserting p, they are not genuinely performing an
assertion. Certainly, as Sbisà maintains, in some cases in which a speaker
asserts something without being in the epistemic position to perform this
speech act, the hearers will react by taking them to be making a conjecture
or attempting a guess.10 However, I do not believe that this is always the
outcome: in other cases, it may be evident from the context that the
speaker intends precisely to make an assertion. In such cases, the hearers
will judge the speaker to be inaccurate and negligent. They will therefore
regard their assertion as infelicitous, but they will not judge that they are
not making an assertion. However infelicitous the act may be, it remains
an assertion. Being in the appropriate epistemic position may well facilitate
the fulfillment of the aim of assertion, but it does not constitute a rule that
defines the very act of asserting. Sbisà follows Austin: since the epistemic
position of the speaker is to correspond to Austin’s condition A.2, if the
speaker is not in that position, then the speech act is void. Consequently,
the speaker is not really asserting anything. I therefore acknowledge that
my theory does not follow Austin at this point: I hold that there are

10 For a distinction between assertion and the other members of the assertive family, among
which guesses, cf. Green (2013).
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assertions in which the speaker is not in the correct epistemic position and
yet they are still assertions.11

The second category of norms comprises maxims. ‘They encode advice
for optimal communicative behaviour from the point of view of the subjects
involved’ (Sbisà 2019, 29). Sbisà associates maxims with Austin’s G con-
ditions. In the case of assertion, these include the requirement of sincerity
on the part of the speaker. As Marsili (2023) notes, Austin’s G.2 conditions
do not appear to be proper norms governing speech acts per se, but rather
illocutionary obligations generated by the performance of a given speech
act. As such, they are not genuine maxims concerning the speech act itself.

Finally, Sbisà identifies a category of objective requirements, which
pertain to the correspondence between the speech act and the facts. In
the case of assertions, these requirements correspond to truth, which is
independent of the speaker’s epistemic condition.

In order for an assertion to be true, it does not matter what the speaker or the
receiver believe, it does not matter even what its evaluator believes: it matters
how the assertion, as made in a certain speech situation with a certain descrip-
tive content, actually relates to the historical situation to which it refers. Truth
and falsity (as well as other values concerning satisfaction or failure to satisfy the
pertinent standard) are therefore “mind-transcendent.” (Sbisà 2019, 34)

The distinction between felicity conditions and objective requirements
clearly aligns with the approach adopted here. What I find more

11 This difference is likely indicative of a further, deeper divergence between the position I
have defended here and that of Sbisà (and perhaps that of Austin). For Sbisà, an act is null
because it does not produce its specific illocutionary effects, which arise explicitly or tacitly
at an intersubjective level. And these effects determine what is legitimate or not in subsequent
conversational moves. For example, in the case of assertions, the hearer will consider their
content knowledgeable and feel entitled to act on the basis of what was said. If the hearer dis-
covered that the speaker is merely guessing, they would not act on the basis of what the speaker
has said and the effects of the assertion will be canceled. So, an assertion is void because no one
will subsequently act as if an assertion had been made. By contrast, I hold that an assertion can
still count as such even if it does not produce certain illocutionary effects and even if the inter-
locutors do not regard the content of the assertion as worthy of consideration—for example, if
they do not take it to be a basis for their future actions. I am grateful to an anonymous referee
for prompting me to reflect on this point.
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questionable is the distinction between constitutive rules and maxims—at
least in the case of assertions. By asserting a proposition, the speaker seeks
to say to their interlocutors how things stand. If the speaker does some-
thing else, then the act in question is not an assertion. However, even if
the speaker is not justified in believing that things are thus, or does not
in fact believe them to be so, or if things are in fact otherwise, the
speaker may still perform the speech act of assertion—namely, may rep-
resent to others how things stand. Certainly, the act may be defective; cer-
tainly, we may judge that the speaker was not entitled to assert what she
asserted; and certainly, we may say that she ought not to have done so.
Yet we would not deny that what the speaker performed was an assertion.
Among the errors a speaker may commit in asserting something, there are
those that depend on the speaker’s conduct (which, in Austin’s terminol-
ogy, render the act infelicitous), and those for which the speaker bears no
fault (the objective requirements identified by Sbisà). Accordingly, both
the constitutive rules and the maxims discussed by Sbisà fall within the
set of norms a speaker must observe in order for the assertion not to
be defective.

I acknowledge that, by distinguishing between constitutive rules and
maxims, Sbisà’s theory follows Austin more closely than I have attempted
to do here. Constitutive rules correspond to Austin’s A- and B-type con-
ditions. If these are not satisfied, the act is void. Maxims, by contrast,
correspond to Austin’s G-type conditions. If these are not satisfied, the
act is not void but constitutes an abuse. Here, by contrast, I have
sought to distinguish more simply between an epistemic pole of the
rules of assertion, which concerns what lies within the speaker’s respon-
sibility, and a worldly pole, which concerns how things in fact stand and
therefore falls outside the speaker’s responsibility. With respect to the
epistemic pole, I have not distinguished between constitutive rules and
maxims, because I hold that if a speaker is not in the correct epistemic
position, they can nonetheless assert. Their assertion will simply be
defective.
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5. Conclusion
In this paper, I have argued that there are two main reasons why the speech
act of assertion may turn out to be defective. The first concerns the episte-
mic condition of the speaker: they must believe what is asserted and must
possess intersubjectively valid justifications for that belief. It is therefore
the responsibility of the speaker to be situated in this condition. The
other reason concerns the state of the world and is not something that
the speaker can control. The distinction between these two types of con-
ditions is not peculiar to assertion alone but can be extended to other
speech acts as well. I believe that, at least under one interpretation of
Austin’s text, this distinction can be traced in the distinction that Austin
draws between felicity conditions and other reasons why a speech act may
be ‘unhappy.’ If the line of argument advanced here is correct, the
debate on the norms of assertion would lose its rationale: all parties, in
fact, identify one respect in which assertion may be defective, and from
this perspective each of them is partly right. However, all parties are mista-
ken in thinking that the aspect they identify is the only one in which asser-
tion may be defective. If each party were to acknowledge that the aspect
identified by the others is likewise a reason rendering assertion defective,
the debate would dissolve.

Università Cattolica del S. Cuore. aldo.frigerio@unicatt.it.

Acknowledgments: I would like to thank three anonymous referees of Philosophical Papers,
whose constructive comments enabled me to substantially improve this paper. The usual
disclaimers apply.

ORCID: Aldo Frigerio http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4698-2110

References

Austin, J. L. (1962). How to Do Things with Words, Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Bach, K. (2010). ‘Knowledge In and Out of Context.’ In Knowledge and Skepticism,

edited by J. K. Campbell and M. O’Rourke, 105–136. Cambridge: MIT Press.

A Speech-Act Perspective on the Rules of Assertion 21

mailto:aldo.frigerio@unicatt.it
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4698-2110


DeRose, K. (2002). ‘Assertion, Knowledge, and Context.’ The Philosophical Review

111 (2): 167–203.

Douven, I. (2006). ‘Assertion, Knowledge, and Rational Credibility.’ The

Philosophical Review 115 (4): 449–485.

García-Carpintero, M. (2004). ‘Assertion and the Semantics of Force-markers.’ In

The Semantics/Pragmatics Distinction, edited by Claudia Bianchi, 133–166.

Stanford, CA: CSLI Publications.

Green, M. (2013). ‘Assertions.’ In Handbook of Pragmatics. Vol. II: Pragmatics of Speech

Actions, edited by Marina Sbisà and Ken Turnet, 387–410. Berlin: de Gruyter.

Hindriks, F. (2007). ‘The Status of the Knowledge Account of Assertion.’ Linguistics

and Philosophy 30: 393–406.

Kemp, G. (2007). ‘Assertion as a Practice.’ In Truth and Speech Acts. Studies in

Philosophy of Language, edited by Dirk Greimann and Geo Siegwart, 106–129.

New York and London: Routledge.

Kneer, M. (2018). ‘The Norm of Assertion: Empirical Data.’ Cognition 177: 165–171.

Kvanvig, J. L. (2009). ‘Assertion, Knowledge and Lotteries.’ In Williamson on

Knowledge, edited by Patrick Greenough and Duncan Pritchard, 140–160.

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Lackey, J. (2007). ‘Norms of Assertion.’ Noûs 41 (4): 594–626.

Marsili, N. (2018). ‘Truth and Assertion: Rules versus Aims.’ Analysis 78 (4): 638–

648.

——— (2023). ‘Towards a Unified Theory of Illocutionary Normativity.’ In Sbisà on

Speech as Action, edited by Laura Caponetto and Paolo Labinaz, 165–193. Cham:

Palgrave Macmillan.

Marsili, N. & Wiegmann, A. (2021). ‘Should I Say That? An Experimental

Investigation of the Norm of Assertion.’ Cognition 212: 104657.

McKinnon, R. (2015). Norms of Assertion: Truth, Lies, and Warrant. Palgrave

Macmillan.

Reuter, K., & P. Brössel (2019). ‘No Knowledge Required.’ Episteme 16 (3): 303–321.

Sbisà, M. (2019). ‘Varieties of Speech Acts Norms.’ InNormativity and Variety of Speech

Actions, edited by Maciej Witek and Iwona Witczak-Plisiecka, 23–50. Leiden,

Brill.

22 Aldo Frigerio



——— (2020). ‘Assertion among the Speech Acts.’ In The Oxford Handbook of

Assertions, edited by Sanford Goldberg, 159–178. Oxford: Oxford University

Press.

Smith, M. (2016). Between Probability and Certainty: What Justifies Belief, Oxford:

Oxford University Press.

Turri, J. (2011). ‘The Express Knowledge Account of Assertion.’ Australasian Journal

of Philosophy 89 (1): 37–45.

——— (2013). ‘The Test of Truth: An Experimental Investigation of the Norm of

Assertion.’ Cognition 129 (2): 279–291.

——— (2014). ‘Selfless Assertions: Some Empirical Evidence.’ Synthese 192: 1221–

1233.

——— (2017). ‘Knowledge and Assertion in ‘Gettier’ Cases.’ Philosophical Psychology

5089 (April): 1–41.

Weiner, M. (2005). ‘Must We Know What We Say?’ Philosophical Review, 114: 227–

251.

Whiting, D. (2013). ‘Stick to the Facts: On the Norms of Assertion.’ Erkenntnis 78:

847–867.

Williamson, T. (1996). ‘Knowing and Asserting.’ The Philosophical Review 105 (4):

489–523.

A Speech-Act Perspective on the Rules of Assertion 23


	Abstract
	1. Epistemic and Worldly Norms
	2. Norms and Felicity
	3. Felicity and Aims
	4. Constitutive Rules, Maxims, Objective Requirements
	5. Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	ORCID
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


