Lies as epistemically reckless assertions

ABSTRACT

Even when lying is not morally impermissible, it is nevertheless normatively suspect inasmuch as it violates a discursive norm. Here I defend the view that lies occur when a speaker asserts a proposition she does not believe to be true and which, she believes, flouts the epistemic norms for warranted assertion operative in the context in which she makes her assertion. This account of the nature of lying satisfies five criteria that such an account ought to meet better than the traditional account, wherein lies are assertions of propositions believed to be false made with the intent to deceive; Fallis’ account, according which lies are assertions a speaker believes false uttered in contexts where the speaker believes she is subject to a conversational norm not to make false statements; and Carson’s account, according to which lies are false statements a speaker believes are at least likely false but which a speaker nevertheless intentionally warrants to be true.
Lies as epistemically reckless assertions

My purpose here is to defend a philosophical account of the nature of lying according to which lies are epistemically reckless assertions.  This account (hereafter the ERA account, or simply ERA) claims that a person lies just in case she asserts a proposition she does not believe to be true and which, she believes, flouts the epistemic norms for warranted assertion operative in the context in which she makes her assertion. Put more formally, the ERA account holds that:


You lie to individual X with respect to a proposition P iff:


(ERA)

[1] you assert that P to X in context C;
[2] you do not believe P to be true;
[3] you believe that your assertion of P to X is subject to a context-specific norm N    
concerning the evidence epistemically sufficient to warrant the assertion of P to 
X in C ; and 

[4] you believe that your asserting P to X does not satisfy N.

So presented, the ERA account seems very far from the untutored notion that lies are simply false assertions. I shall aim to show that this abstractness aside, ERA is superior to extant philosophical accounts of lying in satisfying the criteria such an account ought to meet.


 My defense of ERA proceeds, first, by laying out its distinctive features, especially how it diverges from the traditional philosophical definition of lies as assertions of propositions which a speaker (a) believes false and (b) utters with the intent to deceive others into believing them true. In section 2, I identify five criteria that an adequate philosophical account of lying should meet. The philosophical literature on the nature of lying is voluminous, but with few exceptions, philosophers have been needlessly circuitous about what a philosophical account of lying should accomplish. In the remainder of the sections, I aim to show that in comparison to rival philosophical accounts of lying, ERA more elegantly and parsimoniously explains a broader set of facts about lying and satisfies the five criteria laid out in section 2.  There are far too many rivals to ERA for me to consider them all. Hence, I will explicitly (and favorably) contrast my ERA account with only three other accounts of the nature of lying: the traditional account, wherein lies are assertions of propositions believed to be false made with the intent to deceive;
 Don Fallis’ account, according which lies are assertions a speaker believes false uttered in contexts where the speaker believes she is subject to a conversational norm not to make false statements; and Thomas Carson’s account, according to which lies are false statements a speaker believes are at least likely false but which a speaker nevertheless intentionally warrants to be true.


Before beginning my defense of the ERA account, a word about assertion and its norms: By claiming that lying violates a norm of assertion, I naturally invite speculation both about the place of this norm within the architecture of assertoric norms and about the nature of assertion itself. Indeed, there is currently a lively philosophical debate concerning the nature of the norms of assertion. Some claim assertion is governed by a norm of asserting only what one knows, others claim that the relevant norm is to assert what one believes, and still others claim that the relevant norm is to assert only what it is reasonable to believe.
 My claim that lies violate contextually specified norms for epistemic warrant obviously bears on this debate. As I see it, insofar as lies violate an assertoric norm, that norm must therefore demarcate what speakers ought to assert. However, in suggesting that this norm is context-sensitive, I identify this norm against the larger normative backdrop of linguistic exchange as, in the language of Sellars and Brandom, a game of giving and asking for reasons.
 For sapient animals such as ourselves, assertion is a theoretical endeavor embedded within a practical endeavor, the endeavor of uttering judgments whose epistemic and discursive aptness is shaped by the practical uses to which those judgments are put. Lying, then, violates an epistemic or theoretical norm, where the norm is fixed by practical features of its context of utterance. This view of lying has clear pragmatist roots. However, I only aim to defend a broadly pragmatist view of the nature of lying, not to defend a pragmatist (or inferentialist, Wittgensteinian, etc.) semantics of assertion or of language in general.
 Larger questions about norms of assertion or the semantics of assertion I leave for others to consider.

1. ELABORATING THE ERA ACCOUNT


What does it mean to characterize lies as epistemically reckless assertions?


The simplest way to get a bead on ERA is to contrast it with the canonical definition of lies as assertions of propositions a speaker believes false made with the intent to deceive listeners into believing the proposition true. Of the components of this traditional definition, my ERA account accepts only one, that lies are a species of assertion.

However, the traditional account of lying also requires that a speaker believe that the proposition with respect to which she lies is false. That is, in order for a speaker to lie with respect to P, the speaker must believe not-P (regardless of whether P is as a matter fact true).
 The ERA account adopts (in condition [3]) the weaker standard that the speaker must not believe P to be true. Suppose that someone asserts P and believes P to be true. Such an assertion would be a lie neither according to ERA nor according to the traditional definition. Yet suppose that a speaker asserts P, but neither believes P to be true but also does not believe not-P. Such an assertion could not be a lie according to the traditional account, but it could be a lie according to my ERA account if it was uttered in some context C in which it would violates C’s norm N for epistemically warranted assertion. 

The ERA account of lying diverges from the traditional definition of lying in a second respect because it does not require that lies be made with the intent to deceive, where I understand by ‘intent to deceive’ a willful effort to induce one’s listener into believing that the asserted proposition is true despite the speaker’s not believing it true (or, a fortiori, believing it false). While many lies are made with the intent to deceive, such intent is not necessary for an assertion to count as a lie, according to ERA.  This is not to say, though, that the ERA account conceives of lying as an unintentional or inadvertent act. Quite the contrary. For intent has a role in the ERA account as well. A lie, on this account, requires that a speaker willfully disregard the norms of epistemically warranted assertion she takes to apply to the context of her assertion. Again, I do not deny that assertions showing such willful disregard are often made with the further intent of deceiving others. I merely deny that the intent to deceive others is a necessary condition of an assertion’s being a lie.


Third, it seems impossible for an account of lying not to make reference to violations of a norm. Lies are, after all, normatively aberrant events, and so any account of lying will invoke, even if only implicitly, a norm that lies transgress. The most distinctive of feature of ERA is that it appeals to a context-variant norm, that of warranted assertion. ‘Contextualism’ now designates a family of positions within epistemology, united around the claim that what propositions concerning knowledge, justification, warrant, etc. express (and hence whether they are true or false) can depend on the contexts in which they are uttered.  But my account of lying is not concerned with how variations in context might shift attributions of these epistemic predicates. ERA is a ‘contextualist’ account inasmuch as it claims that the amount or kind of evidence needed to satisfy discursive epistemic norms, and therefore the evidence needed to avoid lying, can vary with features of the discursive context besides both the speaker’s knowledge or evidence.  For on my account of lying, an assertion that a speaker believes satisfies the operative epistemic norm for warranted assertion in one context may not satisfy the epistemic norm for warranted assertion that a speaker believes is operative in another context. Hence, the assertion of one and the same proposition, supported by precisely the same body of evidence, may be a lie in one discursive context but not in another. Lying can therefore be context-sensitive, on the ERA account. The traditional account of lying appeals to a norm as well — that assertions should not be made with the intent to deceive — but this norm is context-invariant. It not only applies to every linguistic context, but whether utterances satisfy or do not satisfy this norm depends only on features of the speaker’s psychology (her beliefs, intentions, etc.) rather than on (perceived) features of the discursive context of the utterances. We will consider other accounts of lying that rest on other context-invariant norms later on. My ERA account is, to my knowledge, the only philosophical account of lying resting on a context-variant norm, a fact that will prove crucial in appreciating its advantages relative to these other accounts. But I profess no allegiances with respect to epistemic contextualism in general.


This third difference highlights why ERA dubs lies epistemically reckless assertions, rather than, say, epistemically negligent assertions. I am claiming that, in lying, a speaker consciously disregards the epistemic norms for warranted assertion that she takes to govern the lying assertion. A liar willfully violates epistemic norms that she believes apply to her assertion, even if (a) she takes herself to be subject to norms of warranted assertion that, when followed, do not result in assertions that are true or, in some objective sense, justified or reasonable, or (b) she is incorrect about, or ignorant of, the actual discursive norms that other speakers take to apply to the context in which she makes her assertion. Liars can thus be wrong about the justifiability per se of their assertions, and they can be wrong about the norms of assertion that apply to their lies, in which case their assertions count as attempted lies. 

This sketch of the contrasts between the traditional definition of lying and ERA says little about why ERA is attractive though. In fact, given how dramatically ERA diverges both from the pre-theoretical notion of lying as not telling the truth and from the traditional definition, ERA may seem arcane.  To appreciate ERA’s merits, we must therefore be explicit about what a philosophical account of lying should do.
2. FIVE CRITERIA FOR A PHILOSOPHICAL ACCOUNT OF LYING


Philosophical discussions of the nature of lying have been plagued, in my estimation, by a failure to articulate at the outset what accounts of the nature of lying should capture. What would an adequate philosophical account of lying look like, in other words? An adequate account would, I contend, meet the following five criteria:

1. Intuitiveness: An adequate philosophical account of lying will logically imply our intuitively held judgments concerning which acts are lies and which acts are not. We do after all bring to the philosophical investigation of lying some reasonably well settled judgments concerning when lying occurs and when it does not. Hence, an adequate account will logically imply both that those acts which, in our stable and considered judgment, count as lies are in fact lies; and it will logically imply that those acts which, in our stable and considered judgment, do not count as lies are in fact not lies. This criterion does not preclude accounts of lying that are to some extent revisionary, i.e., that imply that some of our considered judgments about which acts are lies are incorrect. But it does recommend that we be skeptical ab initio about a philosophical account of lying to the extent that such an account implies that such judgments are wholesale mistaken. 

In addition, an account of lying should illuminate why hard cases are hard. Note that an otherwise clear standard may not always be clearly applicable to every case in actual practice. The standard that a defendant should be adjudged guilty of a crime when there is evidence beyond a reasonable doubt of her having committed the crime is a clear standard. Of course, actual legal cases can be evidentially complex, leaving us at a loss whether the standard is in fact met. But even in those cases, our inability to determine if the standard has been met is explicable in terms of our inability to determine if the features referenced in the standard are present. We thus have an explanation of the hardness of a hard case. Likewise, in the case of an account or standard of lying: An adequate account will explain hard cases by pointing to why it turns out to be difficult on some occasions to distill those features the presence of which, according to that account, render an act a lie. 

2. Explanatory potency: An account of lying that is intuitive in the sense outlined above may nevertheless fail to adequately explain the truth of the judgments implied by the account. Such would be the case if the account explained the nature of lying in terms of a feature of acts that happens to covary with lying but did not actually hone in on the features that constitute lying.  As Mark Timmons points out in another context, if there are omnipotent moral sages, then the claim that an act is right if a moral sage believes it is right would likely imply all our considered moral beliefs. However, the claim does not point to the right-making features of right acts, the features that render acts right or wrong. Similarly, our account of lying must not rest on features of lying that turn out to merely coincide with acts of lying. It must hone in on the ‘lie-making’ features of lies.
3. Incorrigibility: Although philosophers have discussed what one must know or believe in order to lie, they have had to little to say about the epistemology of lying itself, i.e., what one must know in order to know that one has lied. Central to the epistemology of lying, I contend, is that lying is epistemically incorrigible, in that a person cannot lie without knowing that she does:

 (In): S lies in asserting P iff S knows that S lies in asserting P.

Since knowledge implies truth, knowing that one lies implies that one lies. But does this relation hold in the opposite direction: can one lie without knowing it? Consider these statements:


[L1] I lied, but I didn’t know that I lied.


[L2] I didn’t lie, but I knew I did.

[L1] and [L2] do not express propositions that speakers can coherently entertain. [D1] and [D2], in contrast, are perfectly coherent:

[D1] I deceived, but I didn’t know that I deceived.

[D2] I didn’t deceive, but I thought I did.
This contrast suggests that lying is not a species of deception. But more importantly, it is an important clue about the epistemology, and ultimately the nature, of lying, At its core, the epistemology of lying is internalist and first-personal. The apparent epistemic incorrigibility of lying, as betokened by the incoherence of [L1] and [L2], reflects the fact that lies are a species of deficient assertion, where the deficiency supervenes on facts about the speaker, her attitudes and evidence, her understanding of her conversational situation, etc., all of which are available to her at the time of the assertion. This does not entail that lying is solipsistic either in the sense that a speaker can know if she is lying purely through introspection or in the sense that the evidence concerning whether an assertion is a lie is evidence about the presence of various mental states or attitudes, irrespective of the objects of those attitudes. Indeed, according to ERA, speakers who lie have doxastic attitudes concerning the context in which they make their utterances, but speakers nevertheless have privileged and incorrigible epistemic access to those attitudes.
4. Moral distance: Many lies are morally wrong. But it is unlikely that all are, and it seems question begging to define lying such that lying is necessarily wrong. The proposition that lying is wrong appears to be a synthetic, rather than analytic, judgment.
 Hence, an adequate account should not taint the water in favor of absolutism about lying by implying that all lies are wrong.  The account should instead allow for distance between what lies are and whether lies are morally justified.

5. Prima facie wrongness: At the same time though, an adequate philosophical account of lying ought to explain why there is a moral presumption against lying. Given that many lies are wrong, it would be very surprising if the wrongfulness of lying did not stem from some feature inherent to it. In order to explain this presumption, lies, even when they are not actually morally wrong, must therefore display some other facial normative aberrance. For even when they do not turn out to be immoral, lies must transgress some other normative standard, transgressions which in turn play some role in explaining why wrongful lies are wrong.

3. INTENT TO DECEIVE?

Let me now make the case that ERA satisfies these five criteria better than its main rivals.


To begin, ERA is intuitively adequate, as it logically implies many of our considered judgments about whether an act is a lie. For instance, it explains why my uttering “I am the Prince of Denmark” while onstage is not a lie. In that case, I am engaged in the performance of a fiction, where there is no norm concerning the evidence sufficient to warrant my assertion. Hence, there is no norm violated by my assertion. Similarly, ERA allows that the norm of asserting only what is epistemically warranted in the discursive context can be ‘turned off’ through winking, a sarcastic tone of voice, etc. that indicate that these norms are to be momentarily disregarded.  

Proponents of the traditional definition of lying (asserting a proposition one believes false with the intent to deceive) may claim, however, that intentionally deceptive assertions are the paradigm case of lying, but ERA does not imply that these are lies. After all, a person can make an intentionally deceptive assertion that does not satisfy the ERA criteria for lying (a speaker does not need to even attend to considerations of whether her assertion satisfies the relevant epistemic norms of warranted assertion in order to make an intentionally deceptive assertion, for instance). 


However, the intention to deceive is not a necessary condition on an assertion’s being a lie. This is clearest in the case of bald faced lies, assertions of some proposition P in contexts where both the speaker and her audience believe P is false. Suppose that a merchant is compelled to testify in a murder trial in which the accused is a local mob boss with a reputation for making life miserable for those merchants who do not cooperate with the boss’ commercial activities. The merchant has evidence linking the boss to the murder, but during the course of the trial, he has also watched as the prosecutors’ witnesses offer overwhelming evidence of the boss’ guilt. This evidence will be so compelling to the jury, the merchant concludes, that his testimony can only solidify their already very strong belief in the boss’ guilt. The merchant then decides to testify falsely under oath, figuring that his best interests are served if the boss and his underlings perceive the merchant as loyal and reliable. The merchant has lied, even though, given the circumstances, he was not intending to deceive the jurors with his testimony. He might hope that his testimony would, against all odds, move the jury to acquit the boss. Nevertheless, his intention in offering false testimony was not to deceive them, but to stay in the good graces of the local criminal syndicate.
 
 


Bald faced lies illustrate a larger general truth about assertion: Assertions do not necessarily intend to affect the beliefs of their audience. In this respect, lies are essentially illocutionary, instead of perlocutionary, acts. But more important for our purposes, bald faced lies show that the traditional definition’s intent to deceive condition should be rejected. Notice, however, that the ERA account also illuminates why the traditional definition is facially plausible. When we lie with the intention of deceiving another, we hope to lead our audience to believe a proposition we believe is false. Recall that, according to ERA, lies must violate a context-specific norm concerning the evidence sufficient to warrant the lying assertion. In the case of lies made with the intent to deceive, we make assertions that violate a norm of epistemically warranted assertion that we take to be applicable in most contexts, namely, that a person may assert only those propositions for which she judges her evidence sufficient to warrant their truth.  Indeed, we could not intend to deceive someone into believing not-P unless we took ourselves to have sufficient evidence to believe P. This generic context of assertion is governed by a generic norm of assertion, to assert only those propositions for which we believe we have sufficient evidence to warrant their truth. Indeed, our success in intending to deceive through lying depends on our being in a discursive context wherein we and our audience assume such a norm, for it is only on the shared assumption of this norm that we can exploit the commitment to truthful assertion that we typically share with other speakers and thereby deceive them. Note, though, that the norm of asserting only what one believes one has sufficient evidence to believe is true represents an upper bound of subjective norms for warranted assertion. While we can hold speakers to higher objective norms of evidence for establishing the truth of their beliefs, we cannot expect them to make assertions that exceed their own subjective norms for when there is sufficient evidence to believe a proposition true. Hence, there is no discursive context whose norm for warranted assertion is violated by assertions of propositions for which the speaker takes herself to have sufficient evidence for the proposition to be true. Any assertion of a proposition for which the speaker takes herself to have sufficient evidence to believe it true will therefore necessarily satisfy whatever contextual norm of warranted assertion applies to her assertion. Hence, while a speaker can lie without believing her asserted proposition false, her believing it true would assure that it satisfies any and all norms for warranted assertion, thus rendering it (according to ERA) not a lie.

4. AGNOSTIC LIES


That lies do not necessarily intend to deceive suggests that what makes lies normatively suspect (and hence prima facie wrong) must reside in their violating a discursive norm. Don Fallis has proposed that the relevant norm is simply that a speaker not make assertions she believes false, irrespective of whether she intends to deceive by making such assertions. According to what Fallis calls his BNL account:


You lie to X with respect to P iff:




[1] You state that P to X.

[2] You believe that you make this statement in a context where the following norm of conversation is in effect: Do not make statements that you believe to be false.
[3] You believe that P is false.


Fallis’ BNL account thus understands lies as misrepresentations of one’s beliefs in contexts where such misrepresentations are disallowed. The BNL account incorporates the Gricean insight that conversation is essentially cooperative, so that speakers are expected to make the conversational contributions needed to further the “accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange” in which they are engaged.
 Assuming that lies violate this cooperative demand, how exactly do they thwart the accepted purpose or direction of conversation? Fallis, taking his cue from Grice’s Quality maxim, concludes that lies lead conversation awry by violating the submaxim Do not say what you believe to be false. 


Initially, it may appear that my ERA account holds no advantages over Fallis’ BNL account. First, though intent to deceive is not a condition of lying according to ERA, nor is it a necessary condition of lying on Fallis’ view, so the phenomenon of bald faced lies does not favor ERA. Second, BNL, like ERA, is well-equipped to explain the facial plausibility of the traditional account: In lying with the intent to deceive, a speaker must assert a proposition she believes false, since unless she believed it false, she could not assert it with the intent to deceive her audience into believing it true. Lies made with the intent to deceive thus violate the BNL norm of not asserting what one believes false. Third, it may appear that the difference between BNL and ERA is empirically indecipherable. This is because there is strong overlap between those speech acts that satisfy Fallis’ norm not to say what is false and those that satisfy the norm found in my ERA account, not to assert what violates the norms of epistemically warranted assertion. Indeed, in any given case, it is very likely that an assertion that conforms to the ERA norm will also conform to Fallis’ BNL norm. Conversely, the set of assertions that are not lies is likely to track very closely both (a) the set of assertions for which speakers take themselves to have sufficient evidence to warrant their being asserted in that context, and (b) the set of assertions which speakers do not believe to be false. In the merchant witness example, for instance, the merchant appears to violate both norms. 

ERA and BNL appear equally plausible.  However, ERA makes sense of some phenomena concerning lying that the BNL account cannot. The first such phenomenon I will call agnostic lies. Consider the following example:

The President is presented with photographs from satellites that, according to some of her intelligence experts and military advisors, show that the rival nation to the north is amassing artillery at the border, perhaps in preparation for a pending attack. The President believes, and knows that the American public believes, that given the history between the two nations, preparations for such an attack would justify an American preemptory attack. However, other equally trusty experts and advisors claim that the photographs merely depict routine military exercises and are therefore no cause for alarm. In response to the seemingly contradictory testimony of her advisors, the President neither believes that the rival nation to the north is preparing an attack, nor believes that the nation is not preparing an attack. Nevertheless, the President has long expected that war is inevitable and believes that the persistent economic tensions between the nations justify an American attack. The President orders a missile strike directed at the suspicious vehicles shown in the satellite photographs. That night, the President makes a televised address to justify this attack, and in the course of this address, proclaims, “Canadian military forces were gathering at our border in preparation for an apparent attack on the United States.”


Few would dispute that the President’s address is at least deceptive. However, note that BNL does not classify the President’s statement as a lie because the President did not believe it false that Canadian forces were gathering at the border. The President was instead agnostic about this matter due to the conflicting evidence presented to her, neither believing it false (as required by the traditional definition) nor believing it true (thus satisfying condition [2] of ERA).  Nevertheless, the confidence suggested by her assertion exceeded the confidence she herself ascribed to what was asserted. So despite her not believing it false that Canadian forces were gathering at the border, she nevertheless lied, a fact explicable by ERA: The President knowingly uttered an assertion which failed to satisfy norms of evidence (that she herself recognized) concerning what she may warrantedly assert in this context.


Consequently, agnostic lies are explicable on the ERA account but not on BNL. Individuals may of course fail to believe in, or believe the contraries of, the propositions they assert as lies. And indeed, we typically expect an individual not to believe, or to believe the contraries of, lying assertions. Hence, the distinguishing feature of a lie, as opposed to a false assertion, is the liar perceiving her evidence as insufficient for her assertion in the specific context of utterance.

5. CONTEXT-SENSITIVITY


There is one other feature of lying that Fallis’ BNL cannot explain — and in fact, that cannot be explained by any account of lying resting on a context-invariant norm.


The English language has verbal forms to indicate, among other features, tense. In the Matses language of Peru, however, different verbal forms are used to indicate the nature or strength of the evidence on the basis of which the speaker makes her assertion:

… some languages, like Matses in Peru, oblige their speakers, like the finickiest of lawyers, to specify exactly how they came to know about the facts they are reporting. You cannot simply say, as in English, “An animal passed here.” You have to specify, using a different verbal form, whether this was directly experienced (you saw the animal passing), inferred (you saw footprints), conjectured (animals generally pass there that time of day), hearsay or such. If a statement is reported with the incorrect “evidentiality,” it is considered a lie. So if, for instance, you ask a Matses man how many wives he has, unless he can actually see his wives at that very moment, he would have to answer in the past tense and would say something like “There were two last time I checked.” After all, given that the wives are not present, he cannot be absolutely certain that one of them hasn’t died or run off with another man since he last saw them, even if this was only five minutes ago.
 

The Matses language makes explicit a fact about lying likely to be overlooked by speakers of  English and other languages that lack ‘epistemic’ verbal forms: Because contextual standards for warranted assertion vary, what may count as a lie in one context need not count as a lie in another. Institutional, cultural, or situational factors can make it the case that an assertion that an individual believes to have sufficient warrant to be asserted in one context may in fact be warranted in that context but not warranted in another. 

There are probably too many variations in discursive contexts to catalog even a fraction of the ways in which norms of warranted assertion vary across such contexts. One type of variation we might call variation in domain-based confidence. The different domains of human belief or knowledge vary with respect to how certain their conclusions tend to be, and in general, the more certain conclusions within a given domain tend to be, the higher the norms of evidence and warranted assertion tend to be. Hence, those who consult the horoscope or employ the services of palm readers usually hold them to lower standards of warranted assertion than the contractors who build their houses. We hold the professional oddsmaker (“The Packers are a sure bet to cover the spread this weekend!”) to a lower epistemic standard of warranted assertion than we do our personal physicians (“Your MRI shows a brain lesion.”). The implication, according to my ERA account, is that assertions that meet a given epistemic norm of warranted assertion for one context but do not meet the stronger relevant norms in another context are lies are in the latter context but not in the former. Conversely, in some contexts the norms are very weak, or nearly non-existent, so that it is difficult to imagine an assertion that counts as a lie. Hence, claims that a palm reader or a rumormonger lied are difficult to sustain.


Another form of context-sensitivity that affects lying is stakes sensitivity. We hold our personal physicians to different standards of warrant when they make assertions about whether our symptoms suggest cancer than we do when they make assertions about whether our symptoms suggests a common cold.  More precisely, whether an assertion is warranted can hinge on the ends to which those assertions will be put in subsequent practical reasoning.  In general, as the stakes of the practical choices that will be made on the basis of an assertion rise, so too does the standard of warrant to which an assertion is held.
  Consider the following two variations on cases developed by Keith DeRose:

Case A. I have recently moved to a new town and have come to count on my neighbor for information about my new community. One Friday afternoon, I have a monthly paycheck I wish to deposit in the bank and realize that, with the bank closing in less than an hour, I may have to deposit the check Saturday. However, I am not certain if the local bank is open Saturdays. I spy my neighbor mowing his lawn, explain to him about the paycheck, and ask about the bank’s weekend hours. The neighbor, recalling having visited the bank on a Saturday the previous winter tells me, “The bank’s open until noon on Saturday,” although he does not have sufficient confidence in his evidence to believe this. I then form the intention to wait until Saturday to deposit the check. 
Case B. As in A, I have a check to deposit and it’s getting late on a Friday afternoon. In this case, the check is for a very large sum and needs to be deposited by Monday in order to complete the purchase of my house. Again, I catch my neighbor mowing the lawn, explain to him how important it is that the check be credited to my account by Monday, and ask him about the bank’s Saturday hours. The neighbor notes the worried tone in my voice and, trying to add some levity to the situation, cracks, “Well, we don’t want you to be homeless on Monday!” The neighbor, again recalling having visited the bank on a the previous winter,  tells me “The bank’s open until noon on Saturday,” though again he lacks sufficient evidence to believe this to be true. I then form the intention to wait until Saturday to deposit the check.


The feature distinguishing A from B, I suggest, is that the neighbor’s assertion of the bank being open on Saturday is epistemically reckless in B but not in A, despite the fact that his assertion in B is supported by precisely the same evidence as his same assertion in A.  The neighbor appears to recognize the change in the stakes from B to A, but does not adjust his assertion accordingly and so fails to satisfy a norm of epistemically warranted assertion in B. The neighbor’s psychology is crucial here.  For according to my ERA definition, if the neighbor may not recognize B as a different context from A, subject to more stringent norms of warranted assertion, then the neighbor would not have lied. He still may be subject to the second-order criticism that he ought to have noticed, and taken into account, the changes in epistemic context between A and B.

So just as contextualists about knowledge hold that a knowledge claim can be sensitive to the stakes of accepting the claim, so too ERA explains this phenomenon by the increased stakes of the neighbor’s assertion in B.  I have more to lose if I rely on the neighbor’s assertion in B than in A, and so even though the assertion is backed by the same evidence as in A, B’s context has strengthened the norms of warranted assertion. More exactly, the context of B makes more relevant or urgent certain questions concerning the neighbor’s evidence that are less relevant or urgent in A. The neighbor believes he visited the bank one Saturday during the previous winter. Could the bank have changed its hours in the meantime? How reliable are the neighbor’s memories from so long ago? Could he be remembering a different bank in a nearby town, one he patronized during his winter holiday? Such questions are not irrelevant to the A context, but they become more urgent in the B context thanks to the greater stakes of my relying upon the neighbor’s assertion in B.  As a result, a case can be made for the neighbor’s lying in B that cannot be made in A. 


Note that in neither A nor B did the neighbor intend to deceive, so neither ERA nor Fallis’ BNL appeal to that fact. However, note that BNL cannot account for even the suggestion that the neighbor may have lied in B. The neighbor’s assertion was sincere in either case, so the neighbor did not believe the assertion “I know they’re open until noon on Saturday” to be false in either case. Hence, the intuition that the neighbor may have lied in B but not in A could only be explained, according to BNL, if the norm against asserting what one believes to be false is absent or ‘weaker’ in B than in A. But this is unlikely. The Gricean submaxim Do not say what you believe to be false applies equally well to A as to B, so therefore Fallis’ norm is not gradient or context-sensitive.  Either that norm governs a discursive context or it does not. Thus, BNL does not have the resources to explain the fine-grained or often nuanced way in which lying is sensitive to epistemic context. ERA, in contrast, rests on a contextualized version of another of Grice’s Quality submaxims: Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence. Hence, differences in warranted assertibility across different epistemic contexts, and hence differences in whether a given assertion counts as a lie even when supported by the same evidence, that cannot be explained by BNL can be explained by ERA. The context-sensitivity of lying thus mirrors the context-sensitivity of norms of warranted assertion.
6. INCORRIGIBILITY AND FALSEHOOD

To this point I hope to have offered evidence for the superiority of ERA to two of its main rivals with respect to intuitiveness and explanatory potency. ERA explains the appeal of the traditional definition of lying without incorrectly claiming that lies must intend to deceive. Unlike Fallis’ BNL, ERA also implies that agnostic lies are lies, and unlike any account of lying resting on a context-invariant norm, ERA can explain the apparent context-sensitivity of lying.


Nevertheless, I imagine that some will harbor misgivings about how radically ERA divorces lying from the truth. My ERA account holds that one cannot lie with respect to a proposition one believes true, but the actual truth of the proposition is irrelevant to whether an assertion is a lie. Furthermore, some may find my grounding lying in an epistemic norm (i.e., thinking of lying mainly in terms of the epistemic properties of a speaker’s assertion) attractive, but think that appealing to context-variant norms of warranted assertion is unnecessarily complicated. Why not claim that lies are assertions whose truth one warrants? This is precisely what Thomas Carson offers in his definition of lying:


You lie to individual X with respect to a proposition P iff 


[1] you assert that P to X;

[2] you believe that P is false or probably false; 

[3] P is false; and

[4] you intend to warrant the truth of P to X.

On Carson’s definition, lies are false assertions, which one believes at least likely to be false, made in contexts where such assertions warrant the truth of such assertions. Carson’s definition obviously shares some features with my own ERA account. His definition and mine diverge slightly with respect to the belief condition necessary for an assertion to be a lie, Carson maintaining that a speaker must believe P false or probably false, mine holding only that a speaker must not believe P true. 


I shall put aside this difference to focus on two other more fundamental contrasts, contrasts that turn out to favor ERA over Carson’s account. First, Carson thinks lies violate a norm against warranting the truth of what one asserts. ‘Warrant’ has come to serve as the philosophical term of art for whatever property true beliefs have that transforms them into knowledge. Significant disagreement exists about what warrant is or even if there is a distinct or unique property of warrant.
 However, though any parcel of knowledge is warranted belief, not every warranted belief is true and therefore an instance of knowledge. Warrant thus does not necessarily entail truth.
 But Carson’s account of lying maintains that lies can only occur in contexts subject to a truth-entailing norm for one’s warranted assertions.
 When a speaker makes a false statement in a context where such an assertion warrants the truth of the asserted proposition (and the speaker recognizes this feature of the context), then, according to Carson’s definition, that speaker has lied. Put in terms of ERA, Carson holds that there is only one norm N which lies violate: the norm of asserting only those propositions whose warrant is (taken to be) sufficient to establish their truth. 


Again, I do not deny that such a norm exists, and in fact, as I stated in section 3, such a norm appears to be the generic norm of assertion, assumed in many contexts. The issue between ERA and Carson is whether there are conversational contexts governed by some non-truth entailing norm of warranted assertion. In other words, are there any conversational norms N wherein a person can lie by making an assertion that does not entail the truth of the assertion? According to ERA, lying is sensitive to epistemic differences across conversational contexts, and there do seem to be contexts, contexts of uncertainty in particular, in which we do not expect others’ assertions to entail their truth, only that they be justified in light of that context’s epistemic norms. Consider the aforementioned example of the sports oddsmaker. Bettors who believe that a professional oddsmakers’ assertions entail their truth would have a bizarre understanding of the nature of what these assertions are about. For the oddsmaker to assert “The Packers are a sure bet to cover the spread this weekend!” could not reasonably be understood to be epistemically in the right only if the oddsmaker’s evidence entailed the truth of that assertion. The oddsmaker could lie with such an assertion if there were insufficient evidence to warrant such an assertion (the oddsmaker may know of a key injury that makes the team much less than a “sure bet,” say). So N here is something weaker than make only those assertions the evidence for which (as you understand it) warrants the truth of those assertions. 

How are we to understand, then, what warrant amounts to on the ERA view — what is it, in other words, that non-lying assertions can warrant if not truth? Those accounts of lying that explain lying in terms of violating discursive norms have tended to think of these norms logically or alethically, in terms of truth, for instance. This is a mistake. Norms of warranted assertion are practical norms. ERA reflects this fact, cashing out lying in terms of the purposes speakers pursue through their conversations. Because the practical ends to which conversation is directed vary with regard to stakes, etc., the norms of warranted assertion likewise vary. An assertion might be a lie in one context but not in another because the practical ends to which the assertion may be put in one context vary from the practical ends to which that same assertion would put in a different context. By lying, a speaker fails to meet the epistemic conditions on the rational use of her belief, where those conditions are, again, context-specific.  But since the demands of practical rationality vary across contexts, so too do the norms of warranted assertion.
  Lies are thus epistemic wrongs whose wrongness is indexed to the cooperative or practical purposes in which they occur.

A second key contrast between Carson’s account and ERA is that ERA is indifferent to the actual truth value of the asserted proposition, whereas Carson defends the claim that a lie must involve a false statement:

In order to tell a lie, one must make a false statement. Showing that a statement is true is always sufficient to counter the accusation that one has told a lie.

Suppose we grant to Carson the latter claim, that showing a statement to be true is always sufficient to counter the accusation of lying. His former claim, the condition expressed in [3] above, does not follow, however. For in offering evidence for the truth of a previously asserted proposition, a speaker is offering evidence relevant to whether the assertion was harmful, deceptive, etc. After all, a speaker who lies with respect to P, where P turns out to be true, cannot by definition have deceived his audience with regard to P, and since our interests are typically better served when we act on true beliefs, such lies are likely to be harmless to their audience. (Indeed, inadvertently true lies may actually benefit their audience!)  A lie that is harmless, not deceptive, etc. is not likely to produce resentment, since the lie lacks the ill effects usually associated with lying. So in offering evidence for the truth of a previously asserted proposition, a speaker is offering an excuse for asserting a proposition that may have been a lie nevertheless. Such evidence counters the accusation of lying, but is not (I suggest) germane to whether the assertion was itself a lie. Hence, while the harmfulness of a lie — its badness from the standpoint of act-evaluation, we might say — can co-vary with the truth of the lying assertion, whether the assertion is a lie does not co-vary. In a sense, those whose lies turn out to be true may be beneficiaries of epistemic-cum-moral luck, in that their lying assertions may be judged more excusable or less blameworthy if they turn out to be true. But this does not alter the fact of their having lied. 

To see this, consider cases of backfiring lies. 

Suppose that one gambler, Louie, is hoping to be the sole bettor on a longshot racehorse, thus winning a six-figure return. Louie, knowing that his rival Mickey is also considering betting the longshot, tells Mickey, “Don’t bet on number four. I saw him in the paddock, and he was clearly lame.” (Louie had visited the paddock and saw no evidence that the longshot number four horse was lame.)  Mickey then proceeds to bet on the favorite and wins. Unbeknownst to Louie, the four horse is lame, and ends up finishing last. A grinning Mickey waves his wad of cash in Louie’s face, joking “Boy, sure glad I didn’t stake anything on number four!”

Louie lied here by making an inadvertently true statement. His assertion was not knowingly true, but only true thanks to his own epistemic bad luck (which turned out to be Mickey’s good epistemic luck). Carson is certainly correct that, if Mickey were to get wind of what Louie had done and accused him of lying, Louie could reply, with some rhetorical effectiveness, that his assertion caused Mickey no harm. (In fact, it unexpectedly benefitted Mickey.) In so doing, he would be answering Mickey’s accusation, but he could not credibly reply that he did not lie at all. An epistemically suspect assertion can sometimes be ethically trivial or even welcome. 


Indeed, were all lies false statements, we would be at a loss to explain the incorrigibility of lying I mentioned in section 2. Recall (In): S lies in asserting P iff S knows that S lied in asserting P. Whether or not P is true is not necessarily among those considerations to which individuals have incorrigible access. We often take our beliefs to be true, even on the basis of solid evidence, only to have those beliefs turn out to be false. We lack an internal truth detector to render the truth of our beliefs something to which we have incorrigible access. But on Carson’s account of lying, it is exactly such incorrigible access to truth we would need to have. Expressed in a different way: (In) implies that whether or not an act is lie does not turn on considerations of moral, epistemic, or alethic luck. There are no ‘lucky’ lies or ‘lucky’ non-lies. Hence, properties of an act that are often matters of luck (such as the truth value of the proposition asserted in the act of lying or whether the act will in fact deceive another individual) are irrelevant to whether an act is a lie. Since the actual truth of an assertion is available to the speaker only by way of evidence that may not guarantee the truth of the assertion, then on a reasonable assumption of fallibilism, a speaker may lie with respect to a true proposition. Hence, we have strong reason to reject Carson’s condition [3] and his account of lying: Lies do not need to be false statements.



At the same time though, ERA readily explains the most common sort of counterevidence that enables individuals to rightfully deny that they have lied. In some cases, an individual may make an assertion that is in fact false for which the individual’s evidence is nevertheless sufficient to warrant its assertion in that context. Gettier’s well-known counterexamples to the justified true belief account of knowledge fall into this category. Smith takes himself to have a justified belief that Jones owns a Ford on the basis of having observed Jones, in broad daylight, etc., using a key to enter a Ford and then driving away.  Smith may later assert to an interlocutor “Jones owns a Ford.” If the interlocutor subsequently learns that Jones does not own a Ford (Jones was borrowing his neighbor’s Ford while his Chrysler was under repair) and accuses Smith of having lied, Smith’s rejoinder is obvious: His evidence was sufficient to warrant his assertion in that context. His assertion, though actually false, was epistemically innocent and was therefore not a lie. For his assertion lacks the epistemic recklessness needed to render it a lie. 


Note that ERA does not entail that third parties cannot contest or hold in suspicion an individual’s claims about whether his assertions were lies. It only entails that, in contextualist terms, the contextual variations that shape whether an assertion is a lie are not variations in the audience but variations in the conversational environment as perceived by the speaker. For instance, in our earlier variations on DeRose’s bank cases, whether the neighbor lied in case B may be a hard case, since we lack direct access to the psychological considerations that informed the neighbor’s assertions. His recklessness is a fact directly known only by him. But at the very least, the ERA account not only explains the incorrigibility of lying, it also explains the hardness of such hard cases.

7.  AN OBJECTION: AUDIENCE-INDEXED NORMS


According to ERA, the epistemic norms that lying assertions violate are contextually specified. A lie occurs when a speaker understands her discursive setting as governed by an epistemic norm N and she utters an assertion that she believes violates N. Note that this does not preclude speakers misunderstanding the norms that govern a discursive setting, nor does it preclude a speaker challenging or contesting the aptness of a given discursive norm. So depicted, however, these norms are speaker-neutral, in the sense that these norms are understood as serving the cooperative practical purposes of the speakers in the discursive setting. That is, these norms acquire their normativity from the shared aims of the discursive setting, not from the aims, concerns, status, etc. of merely one of the speakers in that setting.


However, some discursive norms seems to be governed by epistemic norms that are not speaker-neutral, a fact that seems to cause difficulty for my ERA account of lying. Consider these two examples:

Royal Sycophant: A royal official serves a vain, self-absorbed king. The king directs the official to gauge the sentiment of the peasantry concerning a tax that the king has recently imposed on each head of livestock. In his tour of the kingdom, the official gets an earful from the peasants about how outrageous the new livestock tax is. He returns to the king and assures him that the peasants find the tax entirely just and not burdensome in the least.

Newly Skeptical Preacher: A preacher comes upon evidence that the claims of a historical prophet, a central figure in the preacher's faith, are bogus. In particular, the prophet claims that God revealed to him the secret of salvation while the prophet wandered in the wilderness. The preacher has evidence that convinces him that the prophet never made such a journey through the wilderness. But unwilling to challenge his congregants' faith, the preacher reminds them the next Sunday that "the prophet learned of the path to salvation through his vision in the wilderness."

In these examples, the relevant epistemic norms do not seem speaker-neutral. The royal sycophant asserts that the peasants welcome the new tax, and in so doing, appears to satisfy the epistemic norm applicable to his assertion: assert only what flatters the king. The newly skeptical preacher asserts what he takes to be a falsehood about the prophet but nevertheless satisfies the norm relevant to his discursive context: assert only what is consistent with the tenets of the congregants' faith. The difficulty for my ERA account is that these assertions appear, intuitively, to be lies, despite the fact that these assertions satisfy, rather than violate, the relevant norms of assertion.


The difficulty here is not hard to diagnose: In both examples, the relevant norms make reference not to some shared practical purpose of discourse, but to particular speakers within that discourse. Both the royal sycophant and the newly skeptical preacher satisfy norms that in effect defer to their audiences and their purposes. Let us call these audience-indexed norms. My ERA account seems compelled either to deny that these assertions are lies or to acknowledge that its four conditions are not necessary for a lie, since a speaker can lie without violating a context-specific norm. My response is to adopt a qualified version of the former option by, first, undermining our ready confidence in these assertions being lies, and second, providing a theoretical basis, rooted in ERA, for casting doubt on these being lies in any straightforward sense.


First, in both cases, the speaker utters an assertion with the intent to deceive. As we noted in the discussion of bald-faced lies, intent to deceive with one's assertion is not a necessary condition of lying. But might it be sufficient? Note the possibility of deceiving without lying via false implicature, either by means of one's non-verbal behavior or through an assertion inviting such an implicature.  But it is harder to deny that an assertion of P with the intent of deceiving one's audience with respect to P is a lie. I argued above that my ERA accounts for this by claiming that intentionally deceptive assertions violate the generic epistemic norm we tend to assume in most discursive contexts, namely, that we make only those assertions for which our evidence is sufficient to warrant their truth. If this were the norm operative in the royal sycophant and newly skeptical preacher cases, then those assertions would count as lies, since the speakers believed their assertions were false. But as we have seen, these discursive contexts are oriented not around a speaker-neutral norm like assert only that for which you have sufficient evidence to warrant its truth, but around audience-indexed norms. 


This highlights what, for my ERA account, is the central feature of these examples: The speaker, and those of us considering these examples from the philosophers' birds-eye view, entertain and endorse different norms than those of the speakers' audiences. Hence, the royal sycophant, the newly skeptical preacher, and we the readers of these examples, may well classify these assertions as lies because of our adopting norms different from those of their putative audiences. Such clashes of norms are not incoherent, and  ERA can make sense of these clashes in two compatible ways. One is that an assertion may violate an epistemic norm and thereby count as a lie for one audience but abide by some other norm and hence not count as a lie for another audience.  Such perspective shifting helps us make sense of the coherence of both the royal sycophant and the newly skeptical preacher classifying their assertions as lies even if their audiences would not. Speakers fall within the scope of the audiences of their assertions, and in these cases, the sycophant and the preacher may reasonably conclude they lied to themselves because their own epistemic norm was violated despite their audiences' norm being satisfied. As my ERA sees it, there is no epistemic 'view from nowhere' from which to decide which norm applies, and hence, whether the assertion is a lie simpliciter. When speakers and their audiences are at cross purposes practically, they are at cross purposes epistemically too, a friction which complicates questions about whether an assertion is a lie.


Moreover, my ERA account can deny these examples are to be analyzed in terms of speakers and their audiences having divergent epistemic norms. On the ERA account, epistemic discursive norms acquire their normative traction from the cooperative purposes of discourse. In these examples, the speakers and their audience do not have a common practical purpose and so lack a shared epistemic norm of assertion. The norms assert only what flatters the king and assert only what is consistent with the tenets of the congregants' faith are explicable in terms of the audiences' practical purposes, but they are not epistemic in character since they render the giving and seeking of evidence-based reasons largely irrelevant to what it is normatively proper to assert. From the standpoint of these norms, the amount or nature of the evidence on which a speaker rests her assertions matters hardly at all to whether the assertions are discursively proper. For whatever linguistic 'game' the sycophant and the king, and the preacher and his congregants, are playing, it is not one fundamentally governed by epistemic norms of assertion. As a result, lying may be nearly impossible in such contexts, even if other discursively aberrant performances (uttering falsehoods, uttering deceptive claims, etc.) are quite possible. Indeed, my ERA account manages to immunize audiences from lies in these situations, but it also highlights how that immunity pales in comparison to the epistemic perils that these audiences make themselves susceptible to by adopting audience-indexed norms.

Either way, ERA suggests grounds for doubting our easy confidence in classifying assertions made in contexts governed by audience-indexed norms as lies. Such contexts often involve competing norms and in turn competing judgments about whether an assertion is a lie, or these contexts are not meaningfully governed by epistemic norms of assertion, making judgments about whether a speaker lied in such a context something of a category mistake.
8. MORAL DISTANCE AND PRIMA FACIE WRONGNESS


ERA thus scores better than its rivals with respect to intuitiveness and explanatory potency, and in fact explains what makes these rivals appear plausible in the first place. And in making the facts relevant to whether one lied facts that are psychologically available to the agent, ERA accounts for the incorrigibility of lying.


Let me conclude with a discussion of the final two criteria, moral distance and prima facie wrongness.


First, ERA inserts distance between lying and morally wrongful lying. According to the ERA account, lying does violate a norm, a context-specific epistemic norm of discourse. I offer no account here of the moral wrongfulness of lying. But note that whether lies, which necessarily violate an epistemic or discursive norm, in turn violate, or wrongfully violate, moral norms against lying is a further matter. Those who believe strongly in government transparency might morally condemn the President’s agnostic lie, whereas proponents of strong executive power may excuse it. But in neither case shall we deny that the President lied. Similarly, whether the merchant witness’ bald faced lie is morally wrong does not determine whether false testimony is a lie.  ERA thus does not identify all lies are morally wrong.


However, the ERA account fits comfortably within any plausible account of the moral wrongfulness of lying.  We human agents are finitely rational beings, interdependent both materially and, more importantly in this context, epistemically. We are not epistemically self-sufficient. We are instead fallible beings who, thanks to our tenuous relation to truth, are compelled to rely on the testimony of others. As the philosophical literature on testimony emphasizes, this fact renders us acutely vulnerable to having our beliefs (and subsequent choices and attitudes) shaped by others’ testimony.  Despite this, barring unusual circumstances, speakers accept others’ testimony more or less by default.


At the same time though, this very fallibility shapes the standards to which we hold ourselves and others. We very much hope that others will assert in epistemic good will and that their assertions will satisfy our gold standard for assertion, namely, informing us of the relevant truth. True beliefs, after all, are beliefs upon which we unparalleled reason to rely in our subsequent deliberation and action. And indeed, as I have noted, truth is our generic standard for assertion. But our fallibility can make truth an unreasonable standard. What we can legitimately expect is that other speakers will make those assertions that they think meet the standards of justification or warrant applicable to their utterances. The main innovations of the ERA account of lying are, first, to cash out lies as violations of norms of epistemically warranted assertion, and second, to note that such standards are not uniform across discursive contexts. This is to be expected, since the reasonableness of relying upon the word of others depends on who those others are, the uses to which that reliance will be put, and other context-specific factors. We fallible believers can expect of other epistemically fallible speakers, then, that their assertions betoken epistemic good will, as defined by the parameters of the assertions’ context. To assert P is to invite others to believe P and act as if P is true. Note ‘as if’ here: In many situations, we must act on the basis of the truth of a proposition even in the absence of assurance of its truth. We may told by a medical profession that a particular surgery has a 95% survival rate, but we cannot 95%-decide to have the surgery or to decide to-95%-have-the-surgery. We must either opt for the surgery, presumably as a means to improved health, or not, and the surgery will either succeed in improving our health or it will not, regardless of its antecedent probability of doing so. We must either act as if the evidence is sufficient to justify the decision or it is not sufficient, even if the evidence is not sufficient either way. And to the extent that our decision rests on others’ assertions, their assertions should strive to satisfy the norms set by the practical purposes to which they will put. When their assertions do not, speakers lie, and so exhibit an epistemic recklessness that exposes others to the risks not of holding false belief per se, but of holding beliefs upon which, in the context in question, it would be unreasonable to rely.


The immorality of epistemically reckless assertions can in turn be developed in several different theoretical directions. Kantians, for whom respect for others’ rational agency is morally paramount, are likely to stop here and claim that simply by virtue of being epistemically reckless, a person who lies has failed to respect others’ rational agency and has thus acted wrongly. Consequentialists, on the other hand, would likely highlight the way such epistemically reckless assertions stymie our pursuit of our ends and hence result in less than optimal states of affairs. For their part, virtue theorists can claim that epistemically reckless assertions fail to exhibit one or another admirable trait of character, such as benevolence or sympathy. It thus appears that in defining lies as epistemically reckless assertions, the ERA account does not beg any questions about the morality of lying while also providing the ingredients with which a variety of normative ethical theories could explain the prima facie wrongfulness of lying.
9. CONCLUSION


Thus, despite its distance from how we typically think, both pre-theoretically and philosophically, about the nature of lying, the ERA account explains a wider body of data concerning lying than do rival accounts of lying while also shedding light on why these accounts are superficially attractive. No other account of lying scores better with respect to intuitiveness, explanatory potency, incorrigibility, moral distance, and prima facie wrongness. And no other account of lying best captures how lying prevents us from resolving what Jonathan Kvanvig has called a “central question of the egocentric predicament, the question of what to do or what to think.”
  


Let me end with two caveats about the ERA account. First, that lies are epistemically reckless does not preclude there being other epistemic standards to which our assertions are subject and which we might be held blameworthy for violating. For instance, speakers can be epistemically negligent in failing to recognize the standards of epistemic warrant that apply to their utterances or in not having sufficient evidence for their assertions to satisfy some standard of warrant. Lying is one epistemic vice of discourse, but there are other such vices as well. Second, though I have sought to identify the assertoric norms lies violate, I have not at all explored the reasons for which speakers violate those norms. Presumably, few lies are motivated by a desire to violate these norms simply for the sake of violating them. Lies are rationalized by a wide array of agents’ prudential or moral concerns.
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