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TIMETABLE 
 

 

Thursday 6  
 

[09:15 – 09:30] Presentation 
 

[09:30 – 11:00] Jennifer Hornsby (Birkbeck College, UL;  
CSMN, University of Oslo): “Causativity and Causality” 

 
[11:00 – 11:30] Coffee break 

 
[11:30 – 12:30] Hong Yu Wong (Universität Tübingen):  

“Personal and Sub-Personal” 
 

[12:30 – 13:30] Ferenc Huoranszki (Central European University): 
“Agency, Actions, And Abilities” 

 
[13:30 – 15:00] Lunch 

 
[15:00 – 16:00] Gregor Hochstetter (Universität Tübingen):  

“Exogenous Actions Done for a Reason— 
a Case Against Causalism about Reasons” 

 
[16:00 – 16:30] Coffee break 

 
[16:30 – 17:30] Christos Douskos (University of Patras):  

“From Basic Actions to Basic Capacities” 
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Friday 7 
 

[09:30 – 11:00] Jennifer Hornsby:  
“Knowledge in Practice”  

 
[11:00 – 11:30] Coffee break 

 
[11:30 – 12:30] Teresa Marques (Universitat Pompeu Fabra): “The 

Relevance of Causal Social Construction” 
 

[12:30 – 13:30] Joshua Stuchlik (University of St. Thomas): “Activity, 
Intention, and Double Effect” 

 
[13:30 – 15:00] Lunch 

 
[15:00 – 16:00] Katia Samoilova (Universität Tübingen): “Reasons as 

Facts or Beliefs: Motivating Disjunctivism about Reasons” 
 

[16:00 – 16:30] Coffee break 
 

[16:30 – 17:30] Adrian Haddock (University of Stirling):  
“The Unity of Transaction” 

 
[20:30] Conference dinner 
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Saturday 8 
 

[10:00 – 11:00] Cristina Corredor (Universidad de Valladolid):  
“Reciprocity in Illocution and Derogatory Speech” 

 
[11:00 – 12:00] Manuel García-Carpintero (Universitat de Barcelona): 

“Assertion and the Contingency of Convention” 
 

[12:00 – 12:30] Coffee break 
 

[12:30 – 14:00] Jennifer Hornsby:  
“Hate Speech, Free Speech, Porn” 
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Causativity and Causality 

Jennifer Hornsby  

Birkbeck College, UL; CSMN, University of Oslo 

 

Taking causativity to be a phenomenon studied in 

semantics, and causality to be a phenomenon studied in 

metaphysics, I suggest that current thinking in semantics is 

mismatched to a correct metaphysics. I’ll attempt to start to 

make out this suggestion by thinking about agency (human 

agency for the most part): here, as it seems to me, 

semanticists help to sustain faulty ideas about causality, by 

assuming that wherever causality is implicated, a relation 

between events (or events and states) can be uncovered. 
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Personal and Sub-Personal 
Hong Yu Wong  

Universität Tübingen 

 
Cognitive neuroscientific research provides a rich 

source of findings that require philosophical reflection. The 

meeting of philosophy and neuroscience raises different 

questions, including that of how neuroscientific discoveries 

can impact philosophical accounts of mental phenomena. 

An influential answer to this question proceeds through 

distinguishing between a personal and a sub-personal 

level of explanation (Dennet 1969). The thought, very 

roughly, is that we can distinguish a personal level of 

explanation, which is the proper province of philosophy, 

and that neuroscientific explanations, however interesting, 

are to be confined to the sub-personal level. Such a move 

simultaneously allows us to recognise the contribution of 

neuroscience, and also to contain it, so that it does not 

challenge the explanatory ambitions of philosophy. I will 

examine two instances of this strategy from McDowell 

(1994) and Hornsby (2000). They employ the distinction 

between personal and sub-personal levels of explanation 

to institute a kind of explanatory apartheid between the two 

levels. I argue that their arguments for explanatory 

apartheid fail. This allow us to see why the choice between 

isolationism and eliminativism is a false dilemma. 





!
!

15!

Agency, Actions, and Abilities 

Ferenc Huoranszki  

Central European University, Budapest 

 

In this talk I shall argue for a teleological account of 

agency and intentional action. Intentional action as a 

manifestation of agency is fundamentally and irreducibly 

teleological in the sense that the distinction between 

intentional and non-intentional forms of behavior can only 

be understood with reference to ‘final causes’, i.e. with 

reference to the aim(s) with which the agent is doing what 

she does. As a consequence, since agent-causation and 

event-causation are conflicting views about the nature of 

efficient causes, the question about agent-causal and 

event-causal explanations of action is orthogonal to the 

metaphysical problem of agency. 

I shall begin with arguing that even in cases when 

the performance of an intentional action consists in an 

agent’s causing something to happen, this is not sufficient 

to explain why the behavior was the agent’s action, 

because agents can cause other events than actions. 

Moreover, agents can act intentionally, even when they do 

not cause at all what happens. I can fly to Madrid, and my 

flying to Madrid is my action, even when I’m sound asleep 

on the plane and do not cause what is the result of my 

action (moving toward Madrid). In such cases reference to 

‘final causes’, i.e. to the aim (or aims) with which an agent 

performs an action, are straightforwardly necessary for 

understanding the intentionality of behavior.  
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In order to avoid reference to final causes, many 

efficient-causal accounts of action claim that agents act 

intentionally iff their reasons cause ‘in the appropriate way’ 

what happens to them. But first, it is hard to see how we 

can decide which way is appropriate without first assuming 

that the behavior counts as a satisfaction of the agent’s 

aim.  And further, even if we grant that agents’ reasons are 

the efficient causes of their actions and hence they can 

explain causally why an agent performed an action, this is 

not an answer to the question why the events that they 

explain were also the agent’s actions. 

Although teleological accounts of actions have 

recently regained some popularity, most of them argue that 

reasons explanations of actions are teleological, and 

hence they fail to address directly the metaphysical issue 

about agency.  Anscombe in Intention suggested that an 

agent’s behavior is her action only if a particular sort of 

why-question applies to it. But even if any theory about the 

nature of intentional human behavior must allow for the 

possibility of reasons’ explanations of such actions, an 

account of how reasons explain actions presupposes, 

rather than explains, the metaphysical difference between 

actions and other events.  

Davidson, who rejects the causal account, once 

argued that a piece of behavior is an agent’s action only if 

it is intentional under one description. But what makes a 

description intentional? In a recent paper, Jennifer 

Hornsby argued that trying is ubiquitous in the sense that 

whenever an agent φs intentionally it follows that she also 

tries to φ. But she also claims that ‘to try to φ is to do what 
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one can’. I shall argue that while trying is indeed ubiquitous 

and hence the applicability of ‘trying to…’ marks out a 

description of behavior as intentional, trying to φ is neither 

an event, nor is it an action. Trying to act should rather be 

understood as the modality of the intentional description of 

behavior. Whenever it is true that an agent intentionally φ-

ed, it must also be the true that she tried to φ because the 

implication from acting to trying reveals the intentional 

mode of the action-description.  

I shall attempt to elucidate the meaning of this 

proposal with an analogy. Trying to act expresses the 

intentionality of behavior somewhat like ‘ought to’ 

expresses the modality of the commendable behavior. 

When a person does something commendable, this entails 

the truth that she ought to do that. But this, of course, does 

not mean that ‘ought to do’ describes an action. Similarly 

with trying: when a person does something intentionally, 

this entails that she also tries to do it. But it does not follow 

that ‘trying to do’ describes an action. Hence the ubiquity 

of trying is not a thesis about actions, but a thesis about 

the implications of the intentional descriptions of behavior.  

Now I suggest that what metaphysically grounds the 

truth of this implication is precisely that intentional actions 

are forms of behavior that an agent performs with an aim. 

But is the teleological theory of intentional action not so 

obvious that it lacks any philosophical significance? Who 

would after all deny that intentional behavior is purposive 

in the sense that an agent acts intentionally only if she has 

some end or aim?  However, the point I’m arguing for may 

not be so obvious. Of course, intentional action is 
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purposive in the sense that agents who act intentionally 

must have certain aims. But I want to argue that in order 

for behavior to be purposive and intentional, the aims need 

not be mentally represented by the agent.  

Thus, behavior is not intentional in virtue of some 

mental state (belief, desire, intention, or volition) 

representing the agent’s aim and, at the same time, being 

causally responsible for the agent’s behavior. There may 

or may not be some causal mechanism which underlies or 

realizes a physical action, depending on whether 

accomplishing an aim requires the movement of the 

agent’s body. But what makes the agent’s behavior an 

action are the final causes with respect to which she 

moves or fails to move her body, and not the 

representation of an aim which may or may not help to 

guide her behavior. 

Finally, if time allows, I shall explore an important 

metaphysical consequence of the teleological account of 

action. Jennifer Hornsby begins her book on action with 

saying that she wants to investigate ‘the nature of actions 

seen as revelations of the human mind’. And certainly, 

actions can be seen and investigated from that 

perspective. However, many non-human animals are also 

agents. They are agents because we can make sense of 

their behavior only by ascribing aims to them. But they can 

have those aims without being able to represent them. 

Thus, agency does not require the capacity of mental 

representation. Consequently, we should not think of the 

world as populated simply by animated and inanimate 

particulars. Some particulars are agents, and they might 
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be animated in that sense, without being animated in the 

sense of having some psychic life. 
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Exogenous Actions Done for a Reason 
Gregor Hochstetter  

Universität Tübingen  

 

Environmentally driven actions that are done for a 

reason constitute an interesting case for action theory. 

While environmentally driven actions are arguably caused 

by environmental stimuli (e.g. object or event), they are at 

least sometimes done for a reason. This makes it seem 

that they are prima facie in tension with the idea that 

reasons are causes of actions. The aim of this paper is to 

contrast different version of reason causalism and see in 

which way they are challenged by environmentally driven 

intentional actions. 
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From Basic Actions to Basic Capacities  

Christos Douskos 

University of Patras 

 

Standard accounts of ‘basic action’ posit that basic 

are things done on a certain occasion. I will argue these 

accounts (a) fail to provide a formulation of what is basic 

that does justice to their own theoretical motivations; (b) 

make it impossible to conceive of what is basically done as 

the exercise of a basic capacity to do that kind of thing. I 

shall suggest that the best formulation of basicness is in 

terms of basic capacities. Basicness is only derivatively a 

feature of the exercises of these capacities, or things done 

on occasion. Recent critics (such as Doug Lavin [2013] 

’Must There Be Basic Action’? Noûs 47:273-301) have 

argued that the notion of ‘basic action’ is inextricably tied to 

the Causal Theory of Action. They think that since the 

notion of basicness imports the idea of a limit to the ambit 

of means-ends rationality, what lies beyond this limit has to 

be mindless behavior with suitable causal antecedents. 

However, once the notion of basicness is understood in 

terms of agential capacities, it is not tied anymore to the 

metaphysical assumptions that underlie the Causal 

Theory. Further, basic capacities are a case of non-

propositional knowledge-how. And the exercise of 

knowing-how can be a manifestation of intelligence, even 

though it does not involve the operation of means-ends 

rationality. 

  



!
!

24!

  



!
!

25!

Friday  
November 7, 2014 
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Knowledge in Practice  

Jennifer Hornsby 

Birkbeck College, UL; CSMN, University of Oslo 

 

I’ll try to make connections between two 

understandings of ‘practical knowledge’—(i) the knowledge 

which Ryle maintained there is when he argued against 

intellectualists (who say that knowledge-how-to do 

something is always knowledge that something is the 

case); (ii) the non-observational knowledge an agent 

herself has of what she is doing (knowledge which 

Anscombe said is not understood unless we first 

understand practical reasoning). I’ll consider what 

difference it makes to epistemology to include practical 

knowledge in the knowledge we take ourselves to have. 
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The relevance of practical social construction 

Teresa Marques 

Universitat Pompeu Fabra 

 

Social construction has been defended in the social 

sciences and humanities with respect to various categories 

of things and people, of events, and of properties. For 

instance, it’s been claimed that gender, race, sex, sexual 

orientation, mental illness, etc. are socially constructed and 

not natural categories. Given the centrality of the 

categories at stake for people’s self-identification and lives, 

it seems crucial to have a proper grasp of what is being 

claimed in saying that something is socially constructed, 

and what purpose is served in so claiming.  

Recently, several authors have strived to clarify the 

various ways a category can be socially constructed (see 

Hacking (1999), Haslanger (2003), Mallon (2009), Diaz-

Leon (2013)). Social constructionist claims have played an 

important part in demands for social change. Hacking 

(1999: 6) summarizes the standard claims of 

constructionists thus: 

1. X need not have existed, or need not be as it is: it is 

not determined by the nature of things, or is not 

inevitable. 

2. X is bad as it is. 

3. would be better if X were transformed or done away 

with. 

Diaz-Leon (2013) offers a very clear discussion of 

different ways of understanding the notion of social 
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construction. She follows distinctions previously made by 

Mallon (2009) and by Haslanger (2003). On the one hand, 

they argue, we should distinguish between the social 

construction of representations (ideas, concepts, 

predicates, etc.) and the social construction of things 

(people, categories, events, properties, etc). I will assume 

that the interesting and relevant kind of social construction 

under discussion is objectual. On the other hand, we 

should distinguish between construction in the causal 

sense, and construction in the constitutive sense. As Diaz-

Leon (2013) puts it: 

An object or kind is causally socially constructed 

when social factors or social agents are causally 

responsible for the existence of the object or the 

instantiation of the corresponding properties. On the other 

hand, an individual or property F is constitutively socially 

constructed when it is part of the definition of what it is for 

someone to be an F, or part of the nature of being an F 

(i.e. what makes someone an F), that Fs stand in some 

relation to social agents or social factors. (Diaz-Leon, 

2013, 5) 

The claim that something is socially constructed, 

together with the claim that unfair discrimination or 

privilege of members of certain groups may result from 

taking socially constructed categories as natural, has 

played a central role in efforts to effect social change. The 

question naturally arises to those interested in overcoming 

unfairness and injustice: given the alternative ways of 

understanding constructionism, which of these (conceptual 

vs. objectual, causal vs. constitutive) is more relevant for 
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the political goals of achieving change? Díaz-Leon and 

Haslanger have mostly held that the more relevant sense 

of con-structionism for these purposes is the objectual and 

constitutive kind. They argue, first, that the personal traits 

that are caused by social norms and practices may 

nonetheless be natural traits (or occur because of natural 

causes). They further argue that those traits may be 

intrinsic properties (properties that an individual could have 

even if removed from social contact). Constitutively socially 

constructed categories, however, would identify categories 

of things (or traits or properties) that would not have 

existed outside of relations regulated by social norms and 

practices. 

I would like to argue that causal constructionism 

needs to be given a better chance, and that the arguments 

that lead us to focus on constitutive forms of 

constructionism ignore the unfair and unjust effects of 

social causes. I will focus, as an illustration of this claim, 

on two social causes of contingent, and unfair or unjust, 

gendered differences: (i) the effects of stereotype threat on 

girls’ mathematical performance, (ii) the social effects of 

silencing among women in work environments, particularly 

in leadership roles. 
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Activity, Intention and Double Effect 

Joshua Stuchlik  

University of St. Thomas  

 
This paper consists in an attempt to apply the notion 

of activity, which has been central in recent work by 

Jennifer Hornsby, to an important area at the intersection 

of action theory and moral philosophy, namely, the 

distinction between what agents intend and what they 

merely foresee. According to the Principle of Double Effect 

(PDE) the distinction between intending to bring about 

harm and merely foreseeing harm is a morally significant 

one. Yet how to demarcate what an agent intends from 

what she foresees without intending remains controversial. 

One traditional function of the PDE has been to explain 

common differential moral judgments of certain pairs of 

cases. But a common view of intention, the fine-grained 

view, threatens to undermine this alleged explanatory 

power. For if the fine-grained view of intention is correct 

then it is possible for agents to avoid intending to cause 

harm in virtually any situation. Against the fine- grained 

view some philosophers have claimed that some things 

are simply “too close” or “too tightly bound” to be 

separated by the intend/foresee distinction. My goal is to 

explain and defend a principle that describes a relevant 

notion of tight binding. The key to the principle’s defense 

lies in having a proper understanding of the notion of 

activity and the way in which activity figures in the content 

of intention. 
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Reasons as Facts or Beliefs:  
Motivating Disjunctivism about Reasons 

Katia Samoilova  

Universität Tübingen  

 
Jennifer Hornsby has made the intriguing suggestion 

that reasons for action can be either facts or beliefs. This 

view, aptly called ‘disjunctivism about reasons’, is inspired 

by a parallel disjunctivism about perception. My aim is to 

examine whether these two types of disjunctivism are, or 

can be, motivated by similar considerations. I argue that 

drawing a parallel in motivation, rather than in the structure 

of the view itself, is not an effective way of highlighting 

whatever virtues disjunctivism about reasons is meant to 

have. Rather, it is best to sever the motivational ties 

between these two types of disjunctivism, and argue for 

them independently. However, I am also doubtful that 

independent motivation for disjunctivism about reasons is 

readily available. 
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The Unity of Transaction 

Adrian Haddock 

University of Stirling 

 

           This paper is in two parts.  The first describes the 

general form of intentional action, placing particular 

emphasis on the essentially practical and essentially self-

conscious character of this form, and on a specific element 

that it unifies—what Anton Ford calls transaction.  The 

second considers the central project of contemporary 

action theory: to constitute the unity of intentional 

transaction out of a multiplicity of events and a generic 

relation of event-causality.  Specifically, it considers how 

Jennifer Hornsby’s work relates to this project—from 

Actions (1980), which exemplifies it, to “Actions in their 

Circumstances” (2011), which is more critical.   Various 

arguments offered in support of the project are rebutted, 

and it is argued that, because its explanatory categories 

are alien to practical self-consciousness, the project is 

misconceived from the start.       
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Reciprocity in illocution and derogatory speech 
Cristina Corredor 

University of Valladolid 
 

The aim of this paper is to examine the notion of 

reciprocity that Jennifer Hornsby has advanced in some of 

her writings in connection to that of illocution (Hornsby 

2003, Hornsby and Langton 1998), aiming at an extension 

of her analysis on derogatory speech (Hornsby 2001). My 

contention will be that this notion, as it stands, admits two 

different interpretations. The first one is in line with Grice’s 

concept of communication and therefore falls short of 

accomplishing the theoretical role that Hornsby vindicates. 

The second one, although much closer to Austin’s original 

work, is not clearly stated in her writings, nor is it easily 

applicable to the case that Hornsby is dealing with, 

namely, derogatory speech, unless one takes into account 

the social dimension of language.  

In Hornsby (2003), the author reviews her 

arguments in favor of an egalitarian position within the 

framework of the debate on free speech vs. hate (or 

assaultive) speech. She claims that this discussion should 

be grounded in a correct conception of speech and 

outlines the one she favors, taking a point of departure in 

Austin’s original work (Austin 1962) and his notion of 

illocutionary act. As Horsby puts it, “[w]e miss the point of 

illocution if we try to characterize illocutionary acts by 

reference only to the thoughts that speakers express, or by 

reference only to the intentions of speakers” (p. 3). 

Instead, she introduces reciprocity as the condition 

ensuring that a speech action is an illocutionary act of a 
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particular type. She writes, “[t]here is a successful 

illocutionary act only in the case (which is the usual case) 

in which the speaker is taken to be doing whatever 

illocutionary thing she means to be doing with her words”. 

Reciprocity from the part of the hearers ensures that they 

are such as to “recognize speaker’s speech as it is meant 

to be taken” (ibid.) 

This account of illocution allows Hornsby to counter 

one main argument put forward by libertarians in support 

of free speech, when it is confronted with accusations of 

being derogatory. The libertarians’ argument, in her 

reconstruction, presupposes a view of how language 

works. In order to claim that offensiveness of (‘free’) 

derogatory speech is not the responsibility of speakers, 

they appeal to the doctrine of mental intermediation, 

according to which the effects of a speaker’s words on a 

hearer are mediated by the hearer’s psychology. Thus, the 

perlocutionary adverse effects of derogatory speech can 

be said to be belief-mediated and are not as such merely 

attributable to the speaker’s action. Against this view, 

Hornsby sensibly argues that “when a speaker uses words 

which are commonly understood to convey direct and 

visceral hatred or contempt, there is no act of will on a 

hearer’s part —no piece of mental intermediation— that 

will change that” (p. 5). Moreover, she emphasizes that 

“[t]he hurtful effect is an illocutionary one -it works through 

reciprocity” (ibid.), in the sense introduced above. 

The last quotation should make it apparent that 

Hornsby’s argument is twofold. On the one hand, she 

appeals to reciprocity as the condition that makes of the 

speech act the derogatory act it is. On the other hand, the 
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fact that the words as they are used by the speaker are 

“commonly understood” to constitute hate speech seems 

to be determinative of the illocutionary import these words 

attain. Both conditions, reciprocity and a social 

understanding of the derogatory import of a fragment of 

speech, are not necessarily in contradiction to each other. 

One may argue that what must be recognized both by 

speaker and hearer is precisely this social import, as 

intended by the speaker when he or she addresses the 

hearer. Derogatory speech would thus require a double 

condition. Firstly, some derogatory uses should already be 

in force, as commonly understood within the social group 

or language community to which speaker and hearer 

belong. Secondly, both speaker and hearer should have 

mutual knowledge of this fact, in order for the hearer to be 

capable of recognizing the speaker’s communicative 

intention. 

The claim that there is a social dimension of 

language allows the theoretician to take into account social 

facts -in the form of practices, institutions, norms and the 

like- that give support to Hornsby’s views and undermine 

the libertarian thesis of mental intermediation. In this 

respect, a conceptual distinction introduced by Hom (2012) 

is relevant and explanatory. Focusing on the expressive 

force of pejorative terms, this author differentiates between 

derogation and offense. Whereas offense is “a subjective 

effect of the semantic contents of pejorative terms in a 

context”, derogation is “an objective feature of the actual 

predication, or application, of a slur or pejorative term to its 

intended target group” (p. 397). According to Hom, 

derogation is mainly determined by a setting of 
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discriminatory social practices and values that together 

shape the “institution of prejudice” and that as such can be 

seen as objective, social facts. In contrast, the 

determinants for offense are the social formality of the 

context (I would rather say, the respective positions that 

speaker and hearer occupy with respect to each other in 

this particular context) and the extent to which the 

interlocutors adopt (or are forced to participate in) those 

practices and values. 

Adopting Hom’s distinction, it is possible to assume 

that the kind of mental intermediation, i.e. of bad or 

adverse psychological effect that derogatory speech may 

have on a hearer, concerns the act of offense, which can 

be seen as relative to the hearer’s subjectivity. In contrast, 

derogation presupposes the institutions of discrimination 

and prejudice and is, as such, determined by objective, 

social facts that speaker and hearer cannot ignore in the 

conversational context in which they find themselves –if 

the words are to have the import they have. 

The above argument can be read also as a rejoinder 

to a possible objection, namely, that derogatory speech 

acts are not to be categorized as illocutions, but constitute 

instead perlocutionary acts. In support of such an objection 

would be Austin’s own reservations to consider insults as 

illocutionary acts, as well as his requirement that there be 

a conventional procedure that bestows upon words the 

illocutionary force they attain. In favor of Hornsby thesis 

one may argue that the institutions of prejudice and 

discrimination provide with the required conventions and 

that the further condition of reciprocity ensures that uptake 

is in place as a general, necessary condition for 
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understanding the illocutionary force of speech acts. My 

contention, however, is that the condition of reciprocity as 

“understanding attuned” (Hornsby 2003: 4) not only 

requires the hearer’s recognition of the speaker’s attempt. 

It presupposes also a social setting, a “moral order” 

(borrowing Haugh’s reworking of this notion; see his 2013) 

in which certain discriminatory practices are in force and 

which can be seen not only as constituting, but also as 

reinforced and maintained by derogatory speech. The 

question now to be considered is whether or not Hornsby’s 

notion of reciprocity allows for a satisfactory account of the 

illocution of derogation. And it seems to me that a positive 

answer depends upon the extent to which reciprocity can 

be interpreted as a component part of the social dimension 

of language. 

Yet the notion is not clearly so approached in her 

writings. As quoted before, Hornsby declares an 

illocutionary act successful “only in the case in which the 

speaker is taken to be doing whatever illocutionary thing 

she means to be doing with her words”. One may wonder 

whether the stated condition should be seen as only 

necessary or as necessary and sufficient for the illocution 

to be successful. Austin himself declared the hearer’s 

uptake to be a necessary condition, when he said, 

“[u]nless a certain effect is achieved, the illocutionary act 

will not have been happily, successfully performed […] I 

cannot be said to have warned an audience unless it hears 

what I say and takes what I say in a certain sense […] the 

performance of an illocutionary act involves the securing of 

uptake.” (Austin 1962: 116-117) Nevertheless, Hornsby’s 

views seem to suggest a stronger reading. In Hornsby and 
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Langton (1998), the authors write, “[a] speaker tries to do 

an illocutionary thing; a hearer recognizing that the 

speaker is trying to do that thing is then sufficient for the 

speaker to actually do it” (ibid., p. 25) Henceforth, the 

hearer’s recognition of the speaker’s attempt is seen as 

also a sufficient condition for her successful performance. 

Now, a critical reader might wonder whether just 

recognizing the speaker’s intentions is not what Grice’s 

original concept of speaker meaning captured, being the 

hearer’s recognition of these intentions the condition for 

successful communication (cf. Grice 1957 and 1969). Even 

if Grice’s concept of speaker meaning does require  a type 

of complex, reflexive intentions (a requirement that 

Hornsby questions), my point here is that, within Grice’s 

intentionalist model of communication, it is the hearer’s 

recognition of the speaker’s intentions all that is required 

for communication to be successful. But then no further 

requirement seems to be absent, contrary to our previous 

claim that a certain social setting must be in place, 

constraining the types of personal relation affordable for 

both speaker and hearer. 

An alternative interpretation of the notion of uptake is 

nevertheless possible. Sbisa (2009) contends that it is not 

merely the hearer’s recognition of the speaker’s intentions 

the condition determining that the speech act be an 

illocutionary act of a certain type. To attain this output, a 

further condition should be fulfilled, namely, that between 

speaker and hearer an agreement (possibly tacit) be 

reached that an act of this illocutionary type has actually 

been performed. She writes, “I suggest that […] the 

bringing about of conventional effects depends on an 
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agreement about their coming into being among members 

of the relevant social group.” (Sbisa 2009: 48). In this 

respect, I would propose to consider derogation as the 

conventional, illocutionary effect of derogatory speech, 

whereas offense would be a perlocutionary effect thereof.  

In favor of such an account of the notion of uptake, 

one may notice the following. Taking into account the 

requirement that an agreement be reached concerning the 

illocutionary effect of speech, in a direct and transparent 

manner makes communication social. Against the account, 

it should be remarked that it puts a strong psychological 

burden on the victim of the derogation, whose agreement 

is required for the speech act to become assaultive against 

herself. Despite that, it has been argued here that 

derogatory speech reaches its effect whenever it is 

recognized as such in a social setting where the 

institutions of prejudice and discrimination are in place. In 

this setting, the degree of freedom for a victim not to agree 

with the fact that her situation is as it is becomes very 

narrow indeed. At the same time, this seems to be a 

precondition for introducing the issue of the speaker’s 

responsibility, as Hornsby rightly does. 
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In claiming that illocutionary force is an irreducible 

aspect of meaning overlooked by previous theorists, Austin 

wanted to argue for a social, anti-individualistic conception 

of meaning. Austin wants to oppose traditional views of 

linguistic meaning in general, and assertion in particular, 

which take it to aim at mere expression of independently 

characterized inner states, like beliefs or judgments. In this 

emphasis on a social dimension to the nature of 

illocutionary types, Jen Hornsby (1986, 1994) is in 

agreement with Austin. Now, to pursue this ambition, 

Austin distinguishes constitutive from non-constitutive 

features of the felicity conditions by means of which he 

hopes to characterize illocutionary forces, and then follows 

a two-pronged strategy. Firstly, he suggests that the 

existence of a specific conventional procedure is the 

central constitutive feature of forces; secondly, he 

contends that the inner states associated with acts of 

meaning figure in merely non-constitutive sincerity 

conditions.  

Opposing the first prong in a classical defense of a 

Gricean individualistic view according to which only 

communicative intentions are essential to non-natural 

meaning, Strawson rebutted some of Austin’s claims; and 

Hornsby (1994, 191-2) echoes Strawson’s critical 

considerations. In fact, according to her the social 

dimension of illocutionary types appears to lie merely in 
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that “it is sufficient for an action’s being of some sort which 

is an illocutionary sort that it have as effect an audience’s 

taking it some way. But the relevant effect, where an act is 

illocutionary, is very special, being the effect of being 

taken to be of the act that it is (thereby) of” (op. cit., 194). 

Illocutionary types are such that it suffices for their 

performance that an attempt at performing them is 

recognized as such by the audience. (This sufficient 

condition is not necessary, allowing for the performance of 

illocutionary types that are not recognized.) Notoriously, 

Hornsby then appeals to this characterization in her 

influential discussion of the “silencing” of women and other 

disempowered groups (op. cit., 199-200). 

In contrast with this Gricean view, Austin appears to 

defend the very strong claim that there cannot be an 

illocutionary act, unless the means employed to perform it 

are conventionally intended for such an undertaking; which 

this is also suggested by his claim that the existence of a 

conventional procedure is the main constitutive felicity 

condition of illocutionary forces. As Strawson points out, 

however, illocutionary acts that we ordinarily perform by 

using non-conventional means, like warnings made with 

declarative utterances, assertions made with rhetorical 

questions, and so on, disproveof the claim so understood. 

Austin himself did not appear to have much confidence on 

in the view, as manifested witnessed by the weak 

characterization that he provides at other places of the 

conventionality of forces: speech acts are conventional 

only in that there are conventional tools devised with the 

purpose of serving for them to be performed. 
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Now, Strawson’s criticism leaves open whether 

conventions are necessary in a stronger sense than the 

very weak one ultimately advocated by Austin for the 

linguistically basic speech acts that one can take to be 

conventionally signified by default by moods, like 

assertions. They could be conventional in this stronger 

sense: firstly, they are constitutively normative – they are 

constituted by specific norms; and secondly, for the 

relevant norms to be in force is a matter of convention.  In 

my paper, I will discuss whether the conventionality along 

such lines of fundamental speech acts such as assertions 

or commands can in fact be positively defended. I will raise 

doubts about it, after rejecting a too easy argument against 

it advanced by Williamson (2000). Nonetheless, I will 

defend an Austinian view of speech acts, as opposed to a 

purely Gricean, reductively psychologistic one in the 

debate about the place of intention and convention in 

speech acts. I will conclude by arguing that Hornsby’s 

insights on the silencing of disempowered groups can be 

preserved, if not put on a firmer basis, under the normative 

framework advanced here.  
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I’ll assume that it’s a good a question what comes 

under the head of “speech and expression” so far as a 

right to freedom of speech and expression is concerned 

(and that this question is not automatically answered by 

making reference to the Constitution and law of a particular 

jurisdiction). My claim then will be that there is a sub-class 

of pornography (I call in porn) which isn’t correctly 

reckoned speech or expression. I’ll revisit some of the 

thinking of Catharine MacKinnon (in the ‘70s through to 

Only Words [1993]) in the light of subsequent literature and 

technological developments. I think that MacKinnon’s work 

has led to an assumption that hate speech and 

pornography are alike forms of conduct to which a free 

speech principle applies.  

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 


