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Chapter 7
Nevermind: On Retraction as a Speech Act

Lwenn Bussière-Caraes, Luca Incurvati, Giorgio Sbardolini, 
and Julian Schlöder

Abstract  We discuss the nature of retraction, what its felicity conditions and 
effects on a conversation are, how it compares to other speech acts, and how it 
relates to social power dynamics. On our account, retractions are proposals to 
update the context a particular way and, as such, can be rejected. Our formal account 
models the effect of a retraction on the context to restore the common ground to a 
prior state, computable from the conversational record. Our account also explains 
the status of speech acts that follow the target of retraction. Retractions are cogni-
tively costly on our account, but, we argue, this is the right result.

Keywords  Retraction · Speech act theory · Common ground · Update · Power 
dynamics

7.1 � Introduction

Speakers sometimes want to undo the effect of a speech act they themselves made 
earlier. They can do so by performing a retraction: the act one performs by uttering 
expressions such as “I (hereby) retract that”, “I take that back”, or “Scratch that”.
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(1) a. Shannon: Albert should be here in 15 min.
b. Shannon: I take that back—he texted me that he got held up at work.

In (1), Shannon attempts to remove the information she had earlier introduced in 
the conversation. In particular, she wants her audience to stop believing (on account 
of her claim) that Albert should be there in 15 min. She also wants to discharge 
some of the practical consequences that her previous assertion brought about, such 
as, for instance, a commitment to set the table in the next 15 min. For Shannon, the 
ideal scenario, when she retracts her assertion, would be that the conversation con-
tinues as if she had never made this assertion in the first place. But is the information 
Shannon retracted really lost?

(2) a. Shannon: Albert should be here in 15 min.
b. Raymond: Ok, I’ll set the table.
c. Shannon: I take that back—he texted me that he got held up at work.
d. Raymond: I’ll set the table anyway.
e. # Shannon: Why? I never said Albert was going to be here soon!

If Shannon’s retraction completely cancelled her contribution, and completely 
removed (2a) from the dialogue, then she could felicitously follow up with (2e). But 
(2e) is infelicitous: Shannon cannot cancel the fact that she made an assertion. As 
Caponetto (2020) observes, retractions only cancel the illocutionary effects of utter-
ances (Austin, 1962). The locutionary effect, that a speaker produced an utterance, 
lingers. As do any perlocutionary effects, such as her utterance surprising someone. 
Neither the locution itself, nor its perlocutionary effects can be retracted. A retrac-
tion cannot make it so that an utterance did not happen.

However, two aspects in particular remain largely unexamined in speech-act 
accounts of retraction. First, discussions of retraction in the debate on relativism 
about truth (MacFarlane, 2014; Marques, 2018) and in the work of Caponetto 
(2020) may suggest that retractions immediately and successfully affect the conver-
sation if the speaker is the author of the claim she retracts. Speakers have total 
control over their past utterances. However, retractions themselves can be rejected 
by other participants in the conversation.

(3) a. Shannon: I bet you sixpence it will rain tomorrow.
b. Raymond: You are on.
c. Shannon [glancing at the forecast]: Wait, I take that back!
d. Raymond: Too late.
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In such cases, Shannon attempts to retract an earlier utterance, but Raymond 
does not take up her speech act. The bet remains in effect. In other cases, certain 
practical consequences of a speech act render the attempted retraction vacuous.

(4) a. Shannon: We could make fish for dinner!
b. Shannon (later): Oh, scratch that, I am more feeling like beef.
c. Raymond: Well, I have already started the fish.

Here, the illocutionary effect of the initial utterance and its practical conse-
quences are beyond retraction. A proper account of retraction ought to explain when 
it is possible to retract an earlier speech act and what part other conversation partici-
pants play in the process of retracting.

Second, extant accounts of retraction remain silent concerning the role of poten-
tial conversational moves that happen between an utterance and its retraction:

(5) a. Shannon: We could make fish for dinner!
b. �Raymond: Of course! I think a sole meunière would be perfect. Do we still have sole in 

the fridge?
c. Shannon: Oh, scratch that, I am more feeling like beef.

If Shannon’s retraction of her initial suggestion is successful, where does this 
leave Raymond’s question? Does it still need an answer? Or is its illocutionary 
effect also deleted from the conversation by Shannon’s retraction?

Our goal in this paper is to build a unified account of how retractions affect a 
conversation, and to address these two unexamined aspects of retractions. We argue 
that retractions are proposals to revise the conversational record—proposals that 
can be accepted or rejected. If accepted, retractions cancel a previous utterance’s 
illocutionary effects. In some cases, a retraction also cancels the effects of certain 
other speech acts that depended on the retracted act. But not always. We explain the 
dynamics of retraction by analysing illocutionary effects as updates of the context 
in a Stalnakerian fashion (Stalnaker, 1978, 1999, 2002). The effect of a retraction, if 
accepted, is to update the context by undoing some earlier update.

We will proceed as follows. In Sect. 7.2, we briefly cover extant accounts of 
retractions. Then, in Sect. 7.3, we argue that retractions should be understood as 
update proposals. In Sect. 7.4, we give a precise account of the context update that 
a retraction, if accepted, brings about on the common ground.
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7.2 � What Retractions Undo

7.2.1 � The Retraction Dilemma

Retractions give rise to an apparent dilemma. On the one hand, they are needed for 
speakers to behave responsibly in conversation. On the other, they come at certain 
costs related to loss of face, conversational effort and cognitive processing (see also 
Kukla & Steinberg, 2021).

To appreciate the first horn of the dilemma, note that when a speaker realises that 
a speech act they performed was improper—for example because the content of an 
assertion is not true or because they won’t be able to keep promise—the cooperative 
thing to do is to retract (MacFarlane, 2014). Consider the following example:

6. Shannon never retracted her assertion in (1a). An hour later, Albert has yet to arrive, and you 
ask her about it. She breezily answers:
 �� -  Oh yeah, he texted me that he got held up at work.

In (6), Shannon does not stand by her assertion anymore. However, she never 
said so. Because of that, she risks losing status as a trustworthy participant in the 
conversation. Brandom (1998) argues that such speakers are subject to social sanc-
tions as the proverbial ‘boy who cried wolf’. Speakers who fail to adhere to the rules 
of the conversation game are liable to be, in a sense, excluded from the game in that 
their speech acts are no longer taken up by other participants in a conversation.

Similarly, according to Brown and Levinson (1999), speakers who exhibit ‘bla-
tant noncooperation in an activity’ threaten the addressee’s face (314), namely “the 
public self-image that every member [of society] wants to claim for himself” (311), 
by showing disregard for the addressee’s wants.

In general, people cooperate (and assume each other’s cooperation) in maintaining face in 
interaction, such cooperation being based on the mutual vulnerability of face. That is, nor-
mally everyone’s face depends on everyone else’s being maintained, and since people can 
be expected to defend their face if threatened, and in defending their own to threaten others’ 
faces, it is in general in every participant’s best interest to maintain each other’s face. 
(Brown & Levinson, 1999: 311–312)

On this view, retractions serve to maintain face, in that they enable speakers to 
cancel utterances that they are no longer willing to commit to. Retracting an earlier 
claim prevents the loss of face one would incur when it becomes known that the 
claim was false or inappropriate.

Let us now turn to the other horn of the dilemma posed by retractions, namely 
that they come at a cost. The speaker may have saved herself from losing face later, 
but has also conceded that one of her earlier claims ought not to have been made. 
Moreover, by retracting, some part of the conversation may now be up in the air.

Whether forced or not, retraction of an original thesis always has the serious repercussion 
that (part of) the dialogue is lost. (Krabbe, 2001: 148)
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Speakers make claims that allow interlocutors to draw inferences from them. 
Sometimes, however, participants challenge each other’s claims. And when a par-
ticipant challenges a claim, their goal is to get the author of the challenged claim to 
retract it (Schlöder et al., 2018). In this sense, when a retraction occurs, a part of the 
dialogue is lost. So the cost of retraction is two-fold. First, the retractor has con-
ceded a point to the other participants: she has to back down from her claim. 
Secondly, if the speaker has used her claim in reasoning to a conclusion, and then 
retracts it, her deduction may no longer be valid. As such, retractions threaten the 
cohesiveness of a conversation and disrupt it.

Thus, retractions are beneficial to both the speaker and the conversation overall. 
They benefit the speaker by allowing them to save face and they benefit the conver-
sation by allowing for the removal of improper speech acts, which is necessary to 
maintain the conversation in good working order. At the same time, retractions are 
costly to both the speaker and the conversation. The speaker concedes to have made 
an improper speech act and retraction may leave some earlier moves in the conver-
sation up in the air. It is incumbent on any discussion of retraction to take into 
account at which point the costs may outweigh the benefits. We will address this 
issue by discussing retractions from the perspective of speech-act theory, focusing 
on the effect of retractions on conversations.

7.2.2 � Retractions and Assertions

Retractions have been a topic of discussion in the debate on contextualism and its 
alternatives. Contextualism is the view according to which the truth of assertions is 
evaluated solely with respect to the context of utterance.

MacFarlane (2011, 2014) argues instead for assessment-relativism, the view 
according to which the truth of assertions is evaluated with respect to both the con-
text of utterance and the context of assessment. One of MacFarlane’s arguments 
relies on retractions. Suppose that a speaker asserts (7) on Tuesday, when Carroll’s 
car is in a ditch, three at tires, not starting. To the best of their knowledge, Carroll’s 
assertion is true on Tuesday.

(7) Carroll: My car is done for.

Suppose further that (7) is false at a later time. On Friday, for example, a mechanic 
has examined the car, huffed and puffed, and declared that it can be repaired. On 
Friday, if Carroll were to utter (7), they would assert something false. Then, accord-
ing to MacFarlane, the speaker is required to retract. MacFarlane’s (2014) conclu-
sion is that since Carroll has to retract their assertion if it is false on Friday, the truth 
of assertions is relative to the context of assessment (Friday), not the context of 
utterance (Tuesday).
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Against this view, Marques (2014, 2018) maintains that retractions are not oblig-
atory when an assertion is false at a context of assessment. She gives the example of 
taste assertions such as (8):

(8) a. Malena (5 years old): Bubblegum ice-cream is the tastiest!
b. Malena (75 years old): Pistachio ice-cream is the tastiest!

Both assertions are true in their context of utterance. In the context of assessment 
in which Malena is 75  years old, the statement she asserted in (8a) is false. An 
assessment-relative account predicts that Malena, at 75  years of age, would be 
required to retract the assertion she made as a 5 years old. According to Marques 
(2014), in most conversations, Malena would not be required to retract. Marques 
(2018) provides further support for rejecting the link between retraction and falsity 
used in MacFarlane’s argument for assessment-relativism. Building on previous 
experimental and theoretical work (Knobe & Yalcin, 2014; Ross & Schroeder, 
2013), she argues that falsity is not a necessary condition for proper retraction. In 
particular:

(i) It is permissible to retract a past assertion that is true, and
(ii) It may be appropriate to retract a true assertion for reasons that do not directly concern 

truth. (Marques, 2018, p. 3355)

Therefore, Marques concludes, retractions aren’t mandatory when an assertion is 
false in a context of assessment; and falsity at a context of assessment isn’t neces-
sary to retract an assertion. This counters the retraction argument for assessment-
relative truth and lends supports to contextualism.

The jury is still out on the significance on the retraction data for the debate 
between contextualism and relativism. Beddor and Egan (2018) have recently pre-
sented further retraction data which, they suggest, are difficult to explain if contex-
tualism is true, but is compatible with a suitable form of relativism. Kneer (2021, 
2022) has carried out further experimental studies which, he argues, provide evi-
dence against a norm of retraction and hence against relativism. However, even if 
there is no strong norm that imposes obligations to retract, it does not follow that 
retraction is not a robust phenomenon or not a genuine speech act. Indeed, as Kneer 
(2021: 133) emphasizes, his findings lend support to the picture originally sug-
gested by Knobe and Yalcin (2014) and Khoo (2015) on which retractions can be 
effected for reasons other than propositional truth and play a role in the manage-
ment of the common ground. Our goal is to give a better account of retraction as a 
speech act in its own right and of its role in common ground management.
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7.2.3 � Retraction as a Speech Act

As Caponetto (2020) and Kukla and Steinberg (2021) point out, retraction is a 
speech act in its own right, whose role is not simply that of enforcing norms of 
assertions. Indeed, retractions target many different types of utterances, including 
non-assertoric speech acts, as can be seen in (9), (10), and (11):

(9) a. The craziest thing happened this weekend!
b. Yeah, what was it?
c. We went up to the woods and, get this, we found this dead body…
d. Stop, I take that back. I don’t want to know.

(10) Context: two people having a fight
a. Leave! I don’t want to see you anymore!
b. Ok.
c. Wait, no! I take that back.

(11) Context: a parent to their child throwing a tantrum.
a. You can’t have a pony, but we will get you a puppy … [tantrum increases] … Oh, fine. I 
take it back. You get nothing.

The retractions in examples (9)–(11) serve to take back, respectively, a question, 
an order, and a promise. A speaker can even target for retractions contributions that 
are mostly performative, as thanks and welcomes, albeit in a more comical manner 
since these speech acts have little in the way of illocutionary content.

(12) The situation looks grim, but then the sky starts to ash. Sawyer turns to the sky and shouts 
“Thank you God!”, only to find that they’ve flashed in the middle of a tropical storm, still 
in their canoe. Cue Sawyer shouting at God “I TAKE THAT BACK!”
(COCA: Web 2012: You Just HAD To Say It—Television Tropes & Idioms; http://tvtropes.
org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/YouJustHadToSayIt)

Caponetto (2020) characterises retractions as second-order speech acts. First-
order speech acts, like assertions, questions, commands, occur when a speaker tar-
gets a content. By contrast, second-order speech acts occur when a speaker targets 
another speech act (Caponetto, 2017). The distinction is necessary to account for 
consistent speaker’s behaviour. Consider (6): first, Shannon asserts some sentence 
A and then later the negation of A. She makes two first-order speech acts—two 
assertions—with inconsistent contents. However, if Shannon first asserted A and 
later said I take A back, it is not the case that A, she would not contradict herself. 
This is because the second-order speech act of retraction targeted here earlier asser-
tion of A and, if successful, removed its illocutionary effect from the conversa-
tional record.

7  Nevermind: On Retraction as a Speech Act
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Thus, second-order speech acts presuppose that a speech act that they can target 
was performed. Caponetto (2020) characterises retractions as the second-order 
speech acts by which one undoes a previous utterance. However, as seen in example 
(2) in Sect. 7.1 and as Caponetto emphasizes, retractions do not make it the case that 
the utterance they target was never performed. They do not target the locutionary or 
perlocutionary effects of an utterance but only its illocutionary effects. Retractions 
aim to undo the context change an utterance effects in virtue of what its illocution-
ary content is.

7.3 � Retractions as Proposals

Retractions can (but do not have to) occur when a speaker no longer stands by a 
speech act they performed, and are aimed at undoing the illocutionary effects 
brought about by the target utterance. However, as already noted above, there are 
two features of retractions which any account of the phenomenon must explain. 
First, not all retractions are successful. In particular, retractions may be unsuccess-
ful when they are challenged by the interlocutors. Second, retractions can affect the 
status of other utterances. We are now going to argue that to account for these fea-
tures, retractions should be understood as proposals to undo certain changes.

7.3.1 � Felicity Conditions for Retractions

Extant discussions of retraction as a speech act seldom mention that retractions can 
fail (e.g. Caponetto, 2020; MacFarlane, 2014; Marques, 2018, but see Kukla & 
Steinberg, 2021). One might be tempted to conclude that, provided that the retractor 
has the authority to retract the target utterance, the effect of a retraction is immediate 
and inevitable.

However, things are more complicated than this. As a first case in point, observe 
that there are cases in which speakers cannot retract utterances they made in a con-
versation without other participants in that conversation being present.

(13) Suppose that Heather, in conversation with Jack, made a promise that she would repair his 
car. Later on, Heather retracts her promise in a conversation with Jonah.
 �� a. I know I said I would repair Jack’s car, but I take it back.
As long as she has not retracted her promise so that he is aware of this retraction, Jack will 
still take Heather to be committed to repairing his car, and he would be justified in doing 
so.

In this example, it seems that Jack’s presence, or at least the possibility for the 
retraction to reach him, is a necessary condition for the success of the retraction, 
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since the original speech act was a promise to him.1 However, there are cases in 
which it is not clear that the presence of any of the original conversation participants 
is necessary. For instance, it would appear possible for a politician to assert that they 
will enact a certain policy in a debate and then go on to successfully retract that 
assertion in another debate with completely different participants. However, it 
would nonetheless seem that the retraction must be performed publicly, so that the 
original conversation participants could in principle have access to the retraction. 
Thus, retractions that occur in private do not successfully affect a conversation (see 
also Kukla & Steinberg, 2021).

Second, retractions obey the usual norms of conversation; in particular they are 
subject to the maxim of relevance (Grice, 1975). When these norms are violated, 
retractions fail.

(14) a. Malena (5 years old): I want to visit the amusement park.
b.?? Malena (75 years old): I take back what I said when I was 5, I no longer want to visit 
the amusement park.

The attempted retraction in (14b) strikes us as bizarre (the example is modelled 
after one by Marques). If Malena were to retract, unprompted, a statement she made 
at 5 years old, other participants in the conversation would be very puzzled, and 
might reply along the lines of: What are you talking about?, This was so long ago, 
etc. This puzzlement is due to the time between the utterance and its retraction, 
which makes the attempted retraction likely irrelevant to the conversation in which 
75 years old Malena participates.

Third, even without such extended timespans, the possibility to retract an earlier 
utterance can simply be overtaken by events. The following discourses are similarly 
odd as the previous one.

(15) a. Malena: I want to eat ice cream.
b.?? Malena [20 minutes later, after eating ice cream]: I take back what I said earlier, I 
don’t want to eat ice cream.

Malena’s second utterance in (15) is, if at all, only understandable as an attempt 
at humor. Once one has voiced a desire and the desire has been fulfilled, it is infe-
licitous to then retract it. The same goes for other speech acts that have a world-to-
word directed component, e.g. commands, invitations, or promises. If a command is 
already followed, the event to which one expressed an invitation has already passed, 
or one already fulfilled one’s promise, then retracting these speech acts is 
infelicitous.

1 A difficult case occurs when the addressee of a promise has passed away in the meantime. It is not 
immediately clear to us whether in such cases the promise can be successfully retracted. There are 
certainly cases in which promises to the deceased do not seem amenable to retraction, for instance 
promises to take care of someone’s children on their deathbed. Thank you to Dan Zeman for dis-
cussion here.

7  Nevermind: On Retraction as a Speech Act



148

Therefore, speakers do not have arbitrary authority over their past utterances. 
Like any speech act, retractions are subject to certain felicity conditions and to the 
general norms and maxims of conversation. At least, retractions need to be made in 
front of the right audience, must be relevant, and world-to-word directed speech acts 
can only be retracted if the world is not already brought to fit with the word. 
However, there are also more specific cases in which retractions fail, which we will 
discuss in the next section. These cases show that, for a successful retraction, speak-
ers must not only abide by the general norms of speech, but also have their retrac-
tions accepted by the interlocutors. We now turn to the question of what the role of 
other speakers is. Can they prevent that a speech act is retracted?

7.3.2 � Rejected Retractions

When a speaker makes a promise, they can be held responsible for it: they can be 
expected to intend to fulfil the course of action they are promising. Similarly, when 
a speaker makes an assertion, they can be expected to have justification for what 
they asserted, and other participants may refer to them when they repeat their asser-
tion. Retractions are the means by which one undoes such commitments. But the 
other participants might not agree with a speaker thus forgoing their 
responsibilities.

(16) An employee to their employer, in a fit of rage.
a. I will not come in tomorrow. I quit.
b. Great, this means we don’t have to pay you severance.
c. Wait, I take it back.
d. You can’t.

This is a case where a retraction is unsuccessful because it is not taken up by all 
participants in the conversation. By expressing that they are quitting, the employee 
has changed the commitments of both them and their employer. The employee is no 
longer committed to provide labor and the employer is no longer committed to 
ensuring that the employee is renumerated. The employee cannot unilaterally undo 
these effects. Employee and employer can only together decide to undo these 
changes and continue their working relationship as before.

Such examples might suggest that rejecting a retraction requires a power differ-
ential between the conversation participants, but also a powerless speaker can suc-
cessfully reject a retraction.

(17) a. A parent to their daughter: Yes, you will get a pony.
b. Daughter: Yay!
c. Parent hours later, realizing how much a pony costs: I take it back.
d. Daughter: You can’t, you promised!

L. Bussière-Caraes et al.



149

What happens when the child rejects their parent’s retraction in (17)? A plausible 
reconstruction of the dialogue dynamics is as follows. The parent has made a prom-
ise and it was taken up by their daughter. Thus, the context was updated with the 
deontic effect of the promise. The parent is committed to getting their daughter a 
pony. Now, the parent’s retraction aims to undo this deontic effect. If this retraction 
is successful, their daughter will not expect them to buy a pony anymore, will not 
believe that they broke a promise if they fail to do so, etc. These are the illocutionary 
effects of the promise. Its locutionary and perlocutionary effects remain in the con-
text, so that the daughter is entitled to later claim that, e.g., when the parent said they 
would get her a pony, she was elated. She may also reference the conversational 
record, pointing out that a promise was made and withdrawn. However, in (17d), the 
daughter rejects the parent’s retraction. She is not willing to concede that not buying 
a pony will not mean that the parent has broken their promise.

If retractions could be made unilaterally by speakers with authority—if a power-
ful speaker could perform a retraction and thereby immediately change the con-
text—utterances like (17d) would be infelicitous. If the parent’s utterance (17c) had 
already succeeded at removing the parent’s commitment to buy a pony from the 
conversational common ground, it would be odd for the daughter to refer to this 
commitment. One should therefore consider utterances like (17d) as objecting to the 
retraction itself and re-affirming that the original commitment is still in effect. That 
is, the context changes effected by retractions are subject to uptake and can be 
rejected.

Both (16) and (17) exhibit a notable power differential between the participants 
in the conversation. They show that both powerful and powerless speakers can reject 
retractions. The only difference is that in (17), where the speaker who rejects a 
retraction is the powerless one, the rejection has little practical consequences. 
Unlike the employer who can forcibly expel their former employee from the prem-
ises, the daughter does not have the power to actually compel the parent to follow 
through on their promise. However, the daughter signals that, within the conversa-
tion, she still holds her parent to be committed to their promise and that the parent 
not following through on the promised course of action is considered a breach of 
commitment. She can, rightfully, claim at a later time that the parent made and 
broke a promise. If the retraction had been successful, this would not be so.

We can find rejections of retractions even among speakers of roughly equal 
power. There are many conversations in which a speaker is held accountable for a 
previous utterance because their attempt to retract it was rejected. Consider, for 
instance, the following exchange:

(18) a. I take back what I said yesterday, it was harsh.
b. A bit too late for that.

The result of rejecting a retraction in (18) is to hold the speaker to the commit-
ment she wanted to cancel: her audience holds her responsible for the harm her 
words caused. The actual result of the rejection depends on the social dynamics that 
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govern the Common Ground management (Sect. 7.3.3). In a setting where the rejec-
tor has power over the conversation management—they have a say in what goes in 
the information pool, either because their agreement is required or because they are 
an authority over the conversation—they are able to keep the illocutionary effects of 
the retractor’s previous utterance in the conversation. They are also able to compel 
the retractor to follow on the course of action that they committed to. The rejector 
in (18) holds the retractor to the effects of their previous utterance, including the 
undesirable harshness. Of course, the first speaker may attempt to compel her 
addressee to accept the retraction (e.g., by morally guilting her). How successful 
this attempt is may again depend on the relative social power of the speakers. 
However, again, the power differential only affects the practical consequences of 
the conversation. The fact that the retraction was unsuccessful remains the same, 
even if a speaker manages to practically override or ignore the illocutionary effect 
of the utterance they attempted to retract.

That retractions can be rejected shows that they do not immediately affect the 
conversation. Rather, whether a retraction is successful may depend on the other 
participants in the conversation accepting it. This means that the effect of a retrac-
tion on the conversation is that of an update proposal to the common ground, along 
the lines of Stalnaker’s theory of assertion (Stalnaker, 1978). Of course, retractions 
are not assertions: following Caponetto’s terminology, assertions are first order and 
retractions are second order. However, they are both proposals.2 Taking the effect of 
a retraction to be that of a proposal to modify the common ground, we can account 
for rejection of retractions in a standard way. Rejection is the speech act by which 
one blocks or prevents an update of the common ground (Incurvati & Schlöder, 
2017). There are, however, some further complications brought on by social power 
dynamics.

7.3.3 � Retractions and Power Dynamics

One might object that our treatment of retractions as proposals is subject to counter-
examples.3 Consider (19):

(19) A general ordered her soldiers to attack at dawn. During the night, she changes her mind, 
realising that an attack might have unforeseen, disastrous consequences. Therefore, she 
says: “My previous orders are no longer in effect.”

2 Kukla and Steinberg (2021) too argue that, in order to undo the illocutionary effects of their target 
utterances, retractions require uptake. Our argument, however, is not based on considerations con-
cerning their effects on the normative structure of conversation, but rather on linguistic data bear-
ing on the difference between rejection (i.e. attempting to prevent an illocutionary effect) and 
retraction (i.e. attempting to undo an illocutionary effect). Moreover, in our view, the fact that 
retractions require uptake shows that they should be understood as proposals, on a par with other 
speech acts.
3 Thanks to Laura Caponetto for raising this point.
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One might argue that such a retraction need not be accepted to take effect, and 
directly undoes the commitment that the general had put on her soldiers. Therefore, 
to free her soldiers from this commitment, the general does not need their approval.

This counterexample points to interesting problems about how power relations 
can affect conversation management after all (Bussière-Caraes, 2021). In a court 
setting, the judge has the last word on what goes (or not) in the (literal) public record 
of the conversation. A judge can declare that an objection is sustained, compelling 
one of the parties to withdraw their statement. That the objection is sustained and 
the speaker has to withdraw means that the target statement should be disregarded 
by the witness and jury and everyone. An attorney withdrawing an earlier utterance 
is a retraction. Withdrawing means that the illocutionary effect of the withdrawn 
speech act is undone. That is, if an attorney withdraws a question, it no longer needs 
to be answered. And if an attorney withdraws an assertion, the asserted content is no 
longer considered a shared belief by the actors in the courtroom (it cannot be refer-
enced and further assertions presupposing the withdrawn content are impermissi-
ble). However, the fact that the statement was made, objected to, and withdrawn is 
still recorded on the transcript. The locutionary effect remains in place. Also any 
perlocutionary effects cannot be withdrawn—such as shocking or surprising the 
jury—even though the jury is instructed to disregard such effects as much as possi-
ble. This, incidentally, is why a lawyer might ask a question or make an assertion 
that they know they will be forced to withdraw. Withdrawals in a courtroom setting 
are genuine cases of retraction. Their uptake is not subject to mutual agreement, but 
it is achieved at the orders of the presiding judge.

Matters can be similar outside the courtroom, when one particular individual 
holds authority over the conversation itself. The military commander is one exam-
ple. Since the general is ultimately the one who decides what the soldiers are com-
mitted to, she can assume that her retraction goes through without needing assent, 
as her authority extends to the conversation itself. Nobody could reject her retrac-
tion, given how the conversation is managed. However, the general may also assume 
that her assertions and commands are taken up without needing assent, since again 
there is nobody who could reject them, given the authority that she has over the 
conversation. One should not conclude from this, however, that assertions and com-
mands, which can ordinarily be rejected, should not be understood as proposals. 
The same holds for retractions.

What the example does show is that there are multiple norms which contributes 
to determining how the conversation is managed. In the general example, there are 
the norms of retraction, which apply to a conversational setting, and a social norm 
(the duty of soldiers to obey their general), which grants the general authority over 
the conversation. Disentangling norms that apply to interlocutors is a complex 
endeavour. In the case of military command, it seems plausible to say that the social 
norm granting the general authority over the conversation overrides conversational 
norms expecting uptake or assent for discourse moves to go through. This applies to 
retractions just as much as assertions and commands. Thus, the general example 
does not undermine the idea of retractions as proposals, and retraction remains on 
all fours with the other speech acts.
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7.4 � Modelling Retraction

We have argued that retractions are best understood as proposals to undo certain 
changes. We are now going to present a model of how retractions, so understood, 
modify the conversation. This model will make use of certain widely accepted ele-
ments drawn from the work of Robert Stalnaker, David Lewis, and many others.

Stalnaker (1978, 1999, 2002) characterises speech acts according to their effect 
on the pool of information that the participants share. Stalnaker defines the context 
set as the set of possible worlds compatible with what the participants have agreed 
upon. The context set, plus a representation of how participants can introduce new 
information constitutes a common ground model. The common ground model can 
be suitably augmented to account for the effect of different speech acts. For exam-
ple, Farkas and Bruce (2010) implement the effect of polar questions in a common 
ground model, while Portner (2004, 2007) represents imperatives as proposals to 
update participants’ to-do lists.

According to Lewis (1979, 1980), a conversation can be represented by a score-
board that the participants keep track of. Participants in a conversation are aware of 
which utterances have been made so far, and how the information they agreed upon 
has been modified. Lewis represents this awareness by means of a conversational 
record, developed by analogy between the game of language and the game of base-
ball, that keeps track of the different moves that have been performed in conversa-
tion. States of the conversational record have a normative effect on the conversation: 
at a given state of the record, certain moves are available, others are forbidden. 
When a speaker performs an assertion, for example, they undertake a responsibility 
to engage in a process of justification if challenged (Austin, 1962; Brandom, 1983). 
We also take these speakers’ commitments to be part of the information publicly 
exchanged in a conversation. Many models of conversation, including ours, rely on 
some combination of a common ground and a scorekeeping picture.

For the purposes of sketching a model of retraction, we focus on retractions of 
assertions. For this, we adopt a common ground model to represent a conversation 
as an information exchange. We also assume that interlocutors keep track of the 
conversational score, which includes the commitments that participants have pub-
licly endorsed. Like Murray and Starr (2021), we associate each illocutionary force 
with a particular context update rule. The illocutionary effect of an utterance is to 
apply the rule associated with its force to the context. Working with this type of 
models we can represent the effects of retractions in conversation.

To appreciate how this will work, consider a simple example:

(20) a. Shannon: It is raining. You should grab an umbrella.
b. Albert, trusting Shannon that it is raining, proceeds as she advised.
c. A few minutes later, Shannon looks out of the window.
d. Shannon: Sorry, I was wrong. It is not raining. My bad.
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By asserting It is raining (R), Shannon makes a proposal to update the common 
ground with R. That is, she proposes to change the context so that R is supposed to 
be a joint belief by the participants in the conversation. Moreover, the very fact that 
she made this proposal is added to the conversational record. If Shannon’s assertion 
is accepted by the participants, it results in updating the common ground by remov-
ing all non-R worlds (Fig. 7.1). Shannon also endorses certain commitments: that, 
if challenged, she would provide a justification for her statement, and that other 
participants in the conversation may take the content of her assertion as a premise in 
deductions. In this case, Albert might use her assertion as a justification for taking 
an umbrella. These commitments become part of the information that partici-
pants share.

When Shannon retracts her claim that it is raining, in (20d), she proposes to undo 
this illocutionary effect of her utterance (Caponetto, 2020). She performs a retrac-
tion by uttering Sorry, I was wrong. A successful retraction of her assertion that It is 
raining is a necessary condition for the continuation of her discourse: when she says 
It isn’t raining, she proposes a further update of the common ground, to remove all 
R-worlds (Fig. 7.2). If her retraction had not recovered some R-world to exclude, 
this further update is impossible, as it would result in an inconsistent com-
mon ground.

Fig. 7.1  Updating the common ground with an assertion that R

Fig. 7.2  Retracting an assertion that R, and asserting that not R
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A retraction of an assertion is thus a proposal to recover some previously 
excluded worlds, and re-establish their compatibility with the participants beliefs. 
But recovering previously excluded worlds is a difficult task, as known from the 
literature on belief revision (Hansson, 2022). So, how does this work in cases of 
retraction? Our task is made simpler by the fact that with the conversational score-
board, we have a record of when which worlds were removed from the common 
ground, and which speech act caused this update.

A naive picture of the retraction in (20) would be that Shannon proposes to 
recover the common ground as it was before her utterance. Given that we can use 
the conversational record to compute what the common ground was at the time any 
particular utterance was made, one may think that we can just replace the current 
common ground with how it was at the time the retracted utterance was made.

Unfortunately, things are not that simple.

(21) a. Shannon: It is raining. You should grab an umbrella.
b. Albert, trusting Shannon that it is raining, grabs an umbrella.
c. Albert: Would you look at that! We have a blue umbrella!
d. �Shannon (after looking out of the window): Sorry, I was wrong. It is not raining.  

My bad.
e. Shannon: But yeah, it’s a nice color, isn’t it?

In (21), after Shannon’s assertion that It is raining (R), Albert asserts We have a 
blue umbrella, thereby updating the common ground with B (Fig. 7.3). If the effect 
of Shannon’s retraction, if accepted, were just to recover the common ground as it 
was before her utterance, it would result in the first information state (CG1). But in 
CG1, we do not have the subsequent information that Albert introduced: B. CG1 
contains both worlds where the umbrella is blue and worlds where the umbrella is 
not blue. And so, this would predict that Shannon’s conclusive remark, on the 
umbrella’s color, is infelicitous.

In (21), Shannon’s retraction affects CG3, after Albert’s assertion has removed 
not-B-worlds (Fig. 7.4). If the effect of her retraction were just to recover the com-
mon ground as it was before her assertion: CG1, it would also undo the effect of 
Albert’s assertion. But intuitively, Shannon’s retraction of the claim that It is raining 

Fig. 7.3  Toy example: assertion that R, assertion that B
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Fig. 7.4  Toy example: retracting an assertion that R after an assertion that B

should not undo the effect of Albert’s assertion of Our umbrella is blue. The intended 
result of Shannon’s retraction, if accepted by the participants, is that all not R-worlds 
that are also B-worlds be reintroduced into the common ground. That is, the intended 
outcome is CG4 in Fig. 7.4.

To model the more fine-grained effect of retractions, we divide the effects of an 
assertion in two. First, the participants in the conversation add to the conversational 
record the information that the speaker performed an assertion. So the fact that a 
proposal was made gets in the conversational record whether the assertion is 
accepted or rejected. This is the first effect of an assertion. Then, if the participants 
accept the assertion, they update the common ground by removing worlds incom-
patible with its content. This is the second effect. This division has been anticipated 
by Stalnaker (1978) who called the second effect of an assertion its essential effect.

The first effect of Shannon’s assertion of It is raining in (21) was to add to the 
record the information that she performed an assertion that it is raining, that she is 
committed to the proposition that it is raining, etc. The second effect, after Albert 
accepted Shannon’s assertion, was to remove worlds incompatible with the proposi-
tion that it is raining (R) from the common ground. We represent these two effects 
in Fig. 7.5 by associating a conversational record (CR) to each step of the conversa-
tion. Assuming that the conversational record starts empty (no previous utterance 
has been made), it then records Shannon’s assertion of R with both a proposal (Prop: 
AssertS(R)) and the update it causes (update: (R)).
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Fig. 7.5  Toy example: the effect of retractions on common ground and conversational record
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As we claimed, a retraction amounts in a common ground model to a proposal to 
go back to a previous utterance and remove its essential effect from the common 
ground. Shannon, when she utters Sorry, I was wrong in (21), proposes to retract her 
assertion that it is raining. If Shannon’s proposal is accepted, then the participants 
backtrack on the conversational record to find the target utterance. They jointly 
cancel the effects of the target utterance: that is, the participants recover the state of 
the common ground before the utterance. However, that the target utterance was 
made is not erased from the conversational record. As such, Shannon is freed from 
her commitments, but it is not as if she never undertook them.

After recovering the common ground that predates the update of the target utter-
ance, the participants perform again the updates that came after Shannon’s asser-
tion. That is, upon accepting Shannon’s retraction, the participants first recover the 
common ground as it was before Shannon’s update (CG1). Then, they re-perform 
the compatible subsequent updates. In our example, they re-do the update with the 
content of Albert’s assertion We have a blue umbrella (B). That gives us the intended 
result of a retraction (CG4).

This picture may seem unnecessarily complicated and costly. But the reason for 
running through subsequent updates, and not only cancelling the effects of the target 
update is that speakers need to check for following updates depending on the target 
utterance. Without re-computing all illocutionary effects of non-retracted speech 
acts that followed a newly retracted one, we would run into the familiar problems of 
belief revision. For example, suppose someone asserted that A and later someone 
asserts If A, then B and, on that basis, the first person asserts A therefore B. If that 
person now retracts their claim that A then, intuitively, they should also be retracting 
their claim that B. But by merely removing the effect of the assertion of A does not 
achieve this. By re-computing all subsequent updates, we avoid this. If the update 
with A is retracted, we still compute the effect of asserting If A, then B, but the utter-
ance A therefore B now does not effect an update proposal, for one of its presupposi-
tions—that A is common ground—is unmet.

A realistic example of this phenomenon is the following. Suppose that Shannon 
had long intended to go on a family trip this weekend, but did not make any detailed 
plans. When she makes the plans, she takes into account John’s recent assertion that 
it will be raining on the weekend. However, after reviewing the latest forecast, John 
retracts the claim that it is raining. In such a situation, the speakers might want to 
keep some parts of the conversation (e.g., where to go, whether they need to stop for 
gas, what food they are packing), even though they now dismiss certain other parts 
of the prior conversation (e.g., to pack an umbrella, not to go to the beach) which 
depend on the retracted premise. That is, only some elements of Shannon’s plan 
relied on the now-retracted information. Other elements might be unchanged by the 
retraction.

There remains a worry about cognitive load. At least intuitively, it appears to be 
quite complicated to go back and re-compute a whole new series of updates to the 
context. But this is not necessarily a downside, as retractions are difficult to com-
pute. A characteristic reaction to John’s retraction in the scenario outlined above 
may be Shannon saying Wait, so what are we packing now?, indicating that she is 

7  Nevermind: On Retraction as a Speech Act



158

unsure to have re-computed the conversational context properly. Indeed, this re-
computation may be something that the conversation participants need to discuss 
and cooperatively determine, in cases where the cognitive load is too high for each 
individual to be expected to do the computation smoothly.

Moreover, the fact that retractions require significant backtracking explains why 
retractions are a costly discourse move. Not only do speakers have to admit that one 
of their interventions was misdirected, but they also have to resolve the effects of 
this intervention—and burden their audience with cooperating in this task. And, the 
more hinges on the target utterance, the more likely the audience is to resist the 
retraction.

This re-computing of the context also explains some of the felicity conditions for 
retraction we observed earlier. Retractions need to be made in front of the right 
audience, because the audience has to cooperate in the re-computation of the con-
text they share with the speaker. They must be relevant, for otherwise the other 
participants in the conversation have no reason to engage in a costly revision and 
recomputation process. And if the effect on the world of a speech act with world-to-
word direction of fit is already achieved, it cannot be retracted, because one can only 
re-compute the conversational context, not the outside world.

Finally, this model puts us in a position to address the retraction dilemma we 
introduced in Sect. 7.2. The cognitive load associated with computing the effect of 
a retraction on the context is a measure of the cost of the retraction (combined with, 
in adversarial situations, potential downsides of admitting to a mistake). Speakers 
can balance the risk of losing face they incur by not rejecting against the risk of ask-
ing their audience to undergo a, potentially demanding, revision. The results of this 
cost-benefit analysis are not preordained, and it is up to the interlocutors to make 
a choice.

7.5 � Conclusion

We have presented an account of the way retractions affect a conversation. Extant 
accounts of retraction may wrongly suggest that retractions immediately undo the 
effects of a target utterance. Against this, we have argued that retractions are pro-
posals to update to the conversation (Sect. 7.3). This is shown by the fact that retrac-
tions can be rejected. Thus, retractions are analogous to many other speech acts: 
assertions, rejections, questions, requests… do not directly update the common 
ground, but result in proposals to perform an update, which has to be accepted by 
the participants to take effect. Consequently, a retraction has two effects: first, it 
adds to the conversational record that a retraction was proposed; second, if accepted, 
it cancels the illocutionary effect of a target utterance.

In Sect. 7.4 we have provided a model of the update behaviour of retractions 
which explains how cancelling the illocutionary effect of an utterance works. We 
have shown that felicitous retractions, while cancelling the target utterance’s update 
on the common ground, do not necessarily affect subsequent updates. These updates 
may stay in place as long as they are compatible with the retraction, although the job 
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of recomputing the illocutionary effects of intervening utterances is a difficult one 
that often requires the cooperation of all interlocutors.

Our analysis also highlights the connections between retractions as a conversa-
tion management device and power dynamics within dialogue. In this respect, we 
have argued that power imbalances among interlocutors do not show that retractions 
are not proposals, but show that in some cases the acceptance of a proposal made by 
a powerful party may be taken for granted.

We hope to have established a basis for further analysis of the effects of retrac-
tions. Further work remains to be done, in particular concerning the status of ana-
phoric connections and overall conversational coherence across instances of 
retraction. These complex topics require a deeper dive in debates about belief revi-
sion and the relationship between presupposition projection and conversational 
updates.
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