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Mannison 1969; Lindley 1971). This definition qualified as a deceptionist definition of 
lying, insofar it was a necessary condition of lying that the liar intended the victim to 
believe to be true a statement that the liar disbelieved. It was a simple deceptionist def
inition oflying, however, insofar as it did not matter how the liar intended the victim to 
believe the disbelieved statement to be true.1 If the liar (somehow) intended the victim
to believe the disbelieved statement to be true on the basis of distrusting the liar-as in 
the case of a triple-bluff, for example2-the liar was still lying. 

In 1976, John Morris modified the traditional definition of lying by substituting 'as
sertion' for 'statement'. He claimed that lying involved three modes of discourse: the 
assertoric mode, the doxastic mode, and the volitional mode. As he explained these 
three modes: "The liar must assert something ... must believe something which contra

dicts his words ... [andJ must actually want his listener to believe his words" (Morris 
1976: 390-1). To lie, then, was to assert a proposition that one believes to be false, with 
the intention that the proposition be believed to be true. Although Morris could not 
have anticipated it, the substitution of 'assertion' for 'statement' in the traditional def
inition of lying led to a change in how philosophers understood lying and to the swift 
abandonment of his modified definition. 

Starting in the late 1970s, a number of philosophers argued that the substitution of 
'assertion' for 'statement' in the modified traditional definition of lying rendered the 
volitional mode of discourse in the definition redundant. These philosophers were 
complex deceptionists. They held that the liar intended to deceive on the basis of trust 
or faith in the truthfulness of the speaker. They also held that an invocation or assur
ance of trust in the truthfulness of the speaker was built into assertion. Assertions 
necessarily aimed at causing belief in listeners, on the ba,sis'of trust or faith in the truth• 
fulness of the speaker, because an invocation or assurance of trust in the truthfulness 
of the speaker was built into assertion. Hence the volitional mode of discourse in the 
traditional definition of lying-the liar "must actually want his listener to believe his 
words"-was redundant. The most influential of these assertionist philosophers, as 
they may be called,3 were Roderick Chisholm and Thomas Feehan, Charles Fried, and 
David Simpson. 

1 For more on the distinction between 'deceptionist' and 'non•deceptionist' definitions oflying, as well 
as the distinction between 'simple' and 'complex' deceptionist definitions oflying, see my 'The Definition 
of Lying and Deception', The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2015). 

l In the case of an ordinary bluff (or lie), the speaker believes that his audience trusts him, and he s;iys 

what he believes to be false, in order to deceive. In a double bluff, the speaker believes that his audience 
secretly distrusts him, and so he says what he believes lo be true, In order to deceive. In a triple bluff, 
there is open distrust. The speaker believes that his audience believes that he believes that his audience 
distrusts him, and so forth. Here, a speaker may say what he believes to be false, in order to deceive 
his audience, whom he believes is anticipating a double bluff. This is a triple bluff. 

3 It is useful to have a term to refer to the position that the intent to be believed, on the basis of an 
assurance or invocation of trust or faith in the truthfulness of the speaker, is built into assertion. In this 
chapter, I have coined the term 'assertionisrn' to refer to this position, and 1 call those philosophers who 
defend this position 'assertionist' philosophers. 
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3.3 LIES AS UNTRUTHFUL ASSERTIONS 

In their seminal article "The Intent to Deceive;' Chisholm and Feehan distinguished be
tween making statements and making assertions. When I \\ink my eye, cross my fingers, 
etc., while declaring something, or when I declare something in an ironic tone, tell a 
joke, speak on stage, write a novel, test a microphone, etc., I am merely making state
ments. 4 I am not making any assertions. In these circumstances, I do not believe that my
listener is epistemically justified in believing that I believe my statement to be true-that 

is, that I am being truthful-and I do not believe that my listener is epistemically jus
tified in believing that I intend my listener to believe that I believe my statement to be 
true-that is, that I intend my listener to believe that I am being truthful. I also do not 
believe that my listener is epistemically justified in believing my statement to be true. 
I therefore do not anticipate that my listener will believe that I am being truthful or will 
believe that what I am saying is true. If my statements are untruthful, I do not anticipate 
that my listener will be deceived, either about my beliefs or about what my statement is 
about.5 When television host and comedian David Letterman said, on his show, about
fellow television host and comedian Jay Leno, "he is humanitarian and a man of the 
people," and "he will probably, if I had to bet, step aside and let Conan continue as the 
host of The Tonight Show,"6 he was being untruthful, but he was not asserting anything.

By contrast, whi:n I am not winking, crossing my fingers, etc., while I am speaking, 
and when I am not speaking in irony, telling a joke, speaking on stage, etc., I am as
serting. When I am asserting, I believe that my listener is epistemically justified in be
lieving that I am being truthful, and I believe that my listener is epistemically justified 
in believing that I intend my listener to believe that I am being truthful. And, normally, 
I believe that my listener is epistemically justified in believing that what I am saying 
is true. I therefore anticipate that my listener will believe that I am I being truthful. 
Normally, I also anticipate that my listener will believe that what I am saying is true.7 

4 Their definition of making a statement was as follows: ML states that p to D = df (1) L believes that 
there is an expression E and a language S such that one of the standard uses of E in S is that of expressing 
the proposition p; (2) L utters E with the intention of causing D to believe that he, L, intended to utter E
in that standard use" (Chisholm and Feehan 1977: 150). Note that using expressions in a language may 
be interpreted broad!}' to include using American Sign Language, Morse code, semaphore flags, smoke 
signals, and so forth, as well as using specific bodily gc:stures whose meanings have been established by 
convention, such as nodding one's head, or raising one's hand, in answer to a yes/no question. 

s If my statement is a statement about my beliefs (e.g., MI believe he is innocent"), then this comes to 
the same thing. 

6 David Letterman, The Late Show with David Letterman, January 14, 2010. Letterman was com
menting on the plan by NBC to move The Tonight Show, hosted by Conan O'Brien, to a later time, 
in order to allow Jay Leno to host his own show at the traditional time for The Tonigl,t Sl,ow, because 
O'Brien was losing viewers, and they believed that Leno would bring them back. 

7 This is not always the case: "The point of asserting a proposition p need not be that of causing belief 
in the assertum, i.e., in p. (I may assert p to you, knowing that you believe p and thus knowing that my 
assertion would have no effect upon your beliefs with respect to pr (Chisholm and Feehan 1977: 151-2). 
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When John Profumo said, in an official 'personal statement' to the House of Commons 
on March 22, 1963, that "There was no impropriety whatsoever in my acquaintanceship 
with Miss Keeler" (Seymour-Ure 1968: 268), he was making an assertion. He anticipated 
that his listeners would believe that he was being truthful and would believe that what he 
was saying was true. 

A lie, Chisholm and Feehan claimed, is simply an untruthful assertion, where to be 

'untruthful' means to be believed false, or to be believed not true.8 Here they claimed to 
be following Gottlob Frege, who defined a lie as an untruthful assertion.9 Since lies are 
assertions, the liar "gives an indication that he is expressing his own opinion" ( Chisholm 
and Feehan 1977: 149) when in fact he is not. The liar gets "his victim to place his faith in 
him," only to betray that faith. As they said, "Lying, unlike the other types of deception, 
is essentially a breach offaith" (Chisholm and Feehan 1977: 149, 153}. Profumo's assertion 
that there was no impropriety in his relationship with Christine Keeler was untruthful, 
because he had had an affair with Keeler. He lied. 

When I lie, I anticipate that my listener will be deceived into believing that I am 
being truthful, and, normally, I anticipate that my listener will be deceived into 
believing that what I am saying is true. To give their definitions of asserting and 
lying, respectively: 

L asserts p to D = dfL states p to D and does so under conditions which, he believes, jus
tify Din believing that he, L, not only accepts p, but also intends to contribute causally to 
D's believing that he, L, accepts p,

(Cllisholm and Feehan 1977: 152)

L lies to D == df There is a proposition p such that (i) either L believes that p is not true 
or L believes that pis false and (ii) L asserts p to D. 

(Chisholm and Feehan 1977: 152)

Chisholm and Feehan said that "the intent to deceive is an essential mark of a lie" 
(Chisholm and Feehan 1977: 153}. Their definition of lying went beyond the liar's 
merely intending to deceive his victim, however (the title of their article notwith
standing). Their definition implied that the liar anticipates deceiving his victim. As 
has been said: "Essentially, under this definition, you are only lying if you expect that 
you will be successful in deceiving someone about what you believe" (Fallis 2009: 45). 

8 Chisholm and Feehan distinguish between believing something to be false and believing something 
to be not true {Chisholm and Feehan 1977: 146). Nevertheless, this distinction between two forms of 
untruthfulness does not gtmerate a distinction between two types oflies. 

9 Frege stated in his 1892 article "On Sense and Reference" that "In 'A lied in saying he had seen B;
the subordinate clause designates a thought which is said (1) to have bt!en asserted by A (2) while A was 
convinced of its falsity" (Frege 1952: 66n, quoted in Chisholm and Feehan 1977: 66n). But Frege nowhere 
defines assertion. One of the tasks of their article: was to provide: a definition of assertion that would 
complete Frege's definition oflying. 
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I will not tell him the truth ifl can help it, I am not lying to the murderer ifl say that my 
friend is not at home.12 1 am merely making an untruthful statement to him. 

Chisholm and Feehan, it seems, would be forced to reach the same highly problem• 
atic conclusion about it being impossible to lie to the murderer at the door. This conclu
sion was embraced some years later by Kenneth Kemp and Thomas Sullivan, for similar 
reasons. They held that it is a condition upon assertion that there is "a reasonable ex
pectation that the speaker is using speech to communicate his thoughts to us" (Kemp 
and Sullivan 1993: 161). In the "special case of protecting fugitives from murderers" they 
said, the "very act of inquiring" into the whereabouts of the fugitive "automatically 

undermines the conditions under which assertions can be made:' with the result that it 
is one of those "situations in which nothing one says could be a lie" (Kemp and Sullivan 
1993: 163, 160 ). 13•14

3.4 LIES AS INSINCERE PROMISES 

Charles Fried rejected Chisholm and Feehan's definition oflying at least in part because 
it had the result that it is not possible to tell lies in certain circumstances. In his book 
Right and Wrong, Fried said about their definition oflying that "they find a way to treat 
as not lying some cases which seem to me to be cases of justified lying" (Fried 1978: 55 m). 
Nevertheless, Fried was also an assertionist. He agreed with them that a lie is simply an 
untruthful assertion, and that there is no need to add an intention to deceive to the def
inition oflying. 

When I assert, Fried argued, I am "seeking to cause beliefin a particular way;' namely, 
by giving an implicit "warranty" as to the truth of my statement (Fried 1978: 56, 57). 
Specifically, when I assert, l am making an implicit "promise or assurance that the state
ment is true" (Fried 1978: 57). When I assert, I intend to "invite belief, and not belief 
based on the evidence of the statement so much as on the faith of the statement" (Fried 
1978: 56). A person lies "when he asserts a proposition he believes to be false" (Fried 

•� Donagan assumes that the (would-be) murderer is open about his murderous intent, or at least, that
the murderer knows that I know that he is a murderer. This is the normal interpretation of the example, 
For an alternative interpretation, in which the murderer is not open about his intent, and does not know 
that I know that he is a murderer, see Korsgaard (1986). 

u They claim that this is a case where "saying what is false with the intent to deceive is not lyingn 

(Kemp and Sullivan 1993: 159). This would make it similar to, or a case of, a triple bluff (see Faulkner 
2013: 3102-3). It is not clear if Chisholm and Feehan would consider it to be possible to have an intent to 
deceive in these circumstances. 

H Alan Strudler distinguishes between being credible and being trustworthy, and holds that someone 
who is bdng threatened with harm unless he tells the truth can be credible (sec: Strudler 2005). If this 
is correct, then it seems that someone who is bc:ing robbed at knifepoint, or who is being threatened 
with being killed if he does not reveal the whereabouts of his friend, can believe that the aggn:ssor is 
justified in believing that he is being truthful, on the basis of being credible. Hence, it seems, he can make 
assertions, and lie. 











42 JAMES EDWIN MAHON 

he argued that a lie is an untruthful assertion that is aimed at deception. To this he 
added the complex deceptionist condition, which he credited to Simpson, about "how 
the liar intends his asserting to deceive the hearer" (Faulkner 2007: 536). The "liar's 
primary intention is to deceive about some matter of fact," and the liar" intends to de
ceive as to this matter of fact by further deceiving as to his beliefs about it" (Faulkner 
2007: 536). The liar "aims to accomplish this deception by asserting what he believes to 
be false" (Faulkner 2007: 536). This untruthful assertion must be the reason-the sole 
reason-for the hearer's being deceived about what the liar believes, and ultimately, 
for the hearer's being deceived about the matter of fact. The hearer must be deceived 
about what the liar believes simply "because of his telling it" (Faulkner 2007: 537), that 
is, simply on his say-so. The only way that the untruthful assertion can be the reason 
for this double deception is if the hearer trusts the liar. "The liar; therefore, "invokes 
the audience's trust" (Faulkner 2007: 539). Since the liar is being untruthful, it follows 
that this trust is being betrayed. According to Faulkner, therefore, a lie is an asser· 
tion, the content of which the speaker believes to be false, which is made with the 
intention to deceive the hearer with regard to that content, by means of deceiving the 
hearer about the speaker's belief in that content, on the basis of a betrayal of trust in 
the speaker's truthfulness.17 

Despite their disagreement over the nature of assertion, therefore, Simpson and 
Faulkner arrived at a similar complex deceptionist account oflying. 

3.9 DECEPTIONISTS AND NON

DECEPTIONISTS ABOUT LYING 

All of the philosophers discussed so far had assumed, as Chisholm and Feehan had put 
it, that "the intent to deceive is an essential mark of a lie." Lies, they held, were necessarily 
deceptive in intent. That is, they were all deceptionists about lying. At about the same 
time that Faulkner elaborated the most sophisticated complex deceptionist account of 
lying, a number of other philosophers were rejecting the assumption that lies are neces
sarily deceptive in intent. David Simpson had said that the use of'lie' according to which 
a lie is "the intentional utterance of an untruth, and need involve no deceptive inten
tions" is merely a "distinct application of the term." These philosophers begged to 
differ. These non-deceptionist philosophers included Thomas Carson, Roy 
Sorenson, Don Fallis, Jennifer Saul, Andreas Stokke, and Seana Shiffrin. 

i; Faulkner does not consider a case of a liar only attempting to deceive about his belief in the content 
of his assertion, and not about the content of the assertion itself (as in the case of a crime boss saying 
to one of his underlings, whom he knows is an FBI informant, "My organization has no informants:') 
Presumably, he would modify his account oflying, so that the intent to deceive the hearer about his belief 
in the content of the assertion is sufficient for lying. 
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