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1  Why non-assertoric speech acts?

Language has a variety of uses. We can use it to assert something, such as when we 
say that Amsterdam is the capital of the Netherlands. However, assertion is but one of 
many ways to use language, many of which have often not received the attention they 
deserve in philosophy. We can use language to give commands, ask for information, 
take back what we said, insult or praise. The purpose of this topical collection is to 
make progress toward our understanding of some of these different speech acts that, 
at least on the surface, appear to be different from assertion. Understanding speech 
acts other than assertion is necessary to better understand speech as a unified type of 
action, in all its multifarious epistemological, societal, and political consequences.

In the heyday of Austin’s How to Do Things with Words Austin (1962), a flurry of 
research identified many different speech acts, including assertives (presenting truth-
evaluable contents, for instance testifying), directives (requesting some action, for 
instance ordering), commissives (indicating that the speaker will do some action, for 
instance pledging), expressives (expressing certain attitudes, for instance thanking) 
and performatives (changing the world, for instance convicting). However, since then, 
assertives have continuously received the lion’s share of attention, leaving important 
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questions about non-assertoric speech acts unanswered. For example, although Tim-
othy Williamson’s (Williamson, 2000) influential suggestion that knowledge is the 
norm of assertion has produced a vast literature on the exact shape a norm of asser-
tion should take Weiner (2005), Douven (2006), Lackey (2007), very little has been 
said on the norms governing other speech acts.1  

However, the tide seems to be turning for the study of non-assertoric speech acts. 
In semantics and pragmatics, the last few years have witnessed increased interest in 
questions Ciardelli et al. (2018) and imperatives Portner (2018). In addition, philoso-
phers of language have recently stressed the importance of speech acts such as rejec-
tion Incurvati and Schlöder (2017), retraction Marques (2018), Caponetto (2020), 
various expressives Marques and García-Carpintero (2020), lies Saul (2012), Stokke 
(2018) and the non-assertoric nature of slurs (see Sosa (2018)).

The time was ripe for a collection of articles dedicated to non-assertoric speech 
acts. The goal of the collection was not only to capture the burgeoning interest on 
this topic, but to cement the study of non-assertoric speech acts in themselves as one 
of the leading topics in semantics, pragmatics and philosophy of language. The topi-
cal collection aimed to achieve this goal by bringing together cutting edge research, 
and fostering dialogue between experts on non-assertoric speech acts that come 
from different areas of inquiry. We are therefore very happy that our contributors 
include researchers in philosophy of language, logic, formal semantics and pragmat-
ics, meta-ethics and the philosophy of medicine. Another aim of the collection was 
to encourage the study of the similarities and differences between the various kinds 
of non-assertoric speech acts and the broader consequences of the findings for the 
philosophy of language and mind, as well as their normative, societal and political 
consequences. We are therefore also very happy that the collection includes contribu-
tions discussing phenomena such as refusal, retraction, slurs and performatives, the 
relationship between these speech acts, and their consequences for public discourse, 
political speech and scientific investigation. We now turn to the specific contents of 
the collection.

2  Overview of the contributions

Two common threads are explored in the contributions collected here: one is the 
question Which norms characterize a speech act? and another is the question In what 
way is a speech act deployed in conversation? We may refer to these as the Norma-
tive and the Dynamic question.

“The Pragmatic Structure of Refusal” by Laura Caponetto explores the nature of 
refusals: the speech act typically performed by uttering, for example 

(1)	 I hereby refuse to authorize release of my health information.Caponetto identi-
fies refusal as part of a broader family of ‘negative second-turn illocutions’ that 
include acts like rejecting and declining. Thus, proper refusals are distinguished 

1 Indeed, much recent work on norms other than those of assertion has not focused on other speech acts 
but on inquiry. See Haziza (2023).
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as responses to permission requests that require the authority of the speaker. The 
analysis sheds light on the intersection between directives and commissives, 
arguing that understanding refusals has broader implications for legal and moral 
discourse, particularly in contexts of consent and speaker authority.

Caponetto tackles both the Normative and the Dynamic question about refusals, by 
providing an account, motivated by normative considerations, of how refusals are 
negotiated in the course of a conversation. Both the Normative and the Dynamic 
question are also at the center of Teresa Marques’s article “How Slurs Enact Norms, 
and How to Retract Them”. In this contribution, Marques examines how slurs work 
as speech acts that enact social norms by expressing derogatory attitudes. Marques 
argues that when someone uses a slur, they convey a commitment to a negative evalu-
ation, which is why retracting a slur requires not only disavowing the words but also 
undoing the underlying social commitment. Furthermore, the paper explores how 
apologies and retractions serve to counteract the harmful effects of such expressions.

The article “Performative Updates and the Modeling of Speech Acts” by Manfred 
Krifka discusses how speech acts can lead to updates in the context of communica-
tion. It focuses on the dynamic nature of language, particularly how certain utter-
ances, known as performatives, not only convey information but also bring about 
changes in the social world. Krifka models these speech acts using formal tools from 
dynamic semantics to explain how performatives function in various contexts, like 
promises or declarations, impacting shared social norms and obligations.

Helen Lauer focuses on the normative nature of naming conventions, a particular 
type of performative, in the context of scientific investigations. In “How to Do Things 
with Insecure Extensions”, peroratives are defined as indirect group speech acts that 
convey implicit, non-assertoric meanings. These acts, like scientific consensus state-
ments, succeed not just based on speaker intentions but through the institutional and 
social contexts in which they are issued. Lauer argues that such speech acts can shape 
group behavior and societal norms by conveying implicit expectations, and challenge 
traditional views on the nature of speech acts, emphasizing their role in institutional 
communication.

Logic plays a central explanatory role in speech dynamics: a theme explored by 
Greg Restall in his article “Questions, Justification Requests, Inference, and Defini-
tion”. Reasoning is intimately related to how questions and justifications are negotiated 
in discourse. Restall examines how questions function in argumentation, particularly 
in requesting reasons or justifications. Restall also investigates how these requests 
connect to inferential reasoning, where conclusions follow from premises, and how 
definitions shape understanding. In this contribution, Restall emphasizes the role of 
logical structure in clarifying how we justify answers to questions, ultimately linking 
questions, definitions, and inferences as foundational to rational conversations.

The remaining two contributions in this Topical Collection focus on metaques-
tions about non-assertoric speech acts. article In “Re: the rhetic”, Larsson and Kaså 
discuss foundational issues about the nature of speech acts. In particular, the authors 
examine John Searle’s critique of J. L. Austin’s distinction between rhetic (locution-
ary) and illocutionary acts. Searle argues that no sentence is entirely neutral in illo-
cutionary force, implying the two types of acts are inseparable. However, the paper 
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defends the concept of rhetic acts, highlighting their importance in understanding 
certain speech functions. Larsson and Kaså explore different philosophical perspec-
tives on the subject and offer new insights into how rhetic acts can be distinguished 
from illocutionary acts, such as in questions and directives.

Christine Tiefensee, in “Through Thick and Thin: Seamless Metaconceptualism” 
presents a unified inferentialist approach to thick and thin evaluative terms in ethics. 
It is common to distinguish thick concepts, such as brave, rude, frugal, from thin 
concepts, such as good, bad,  or desirable. However, where exactly to draw the line 
between these two categories is a matter of disagreement. Tiefensee argues that both 
types of moral terms can be analyzed similarly, but they differ in their scope and 
semantic stability.
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